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Abstract 
The city of Hong Kong has mandated play-based learning in local kindergartens for several decades; 
however, despite multiple positive educational reforms over several years, the Hong Kong kindergarten 
continued to embrace a somewhat didactic teaching and learning approach (Cheng, 2010). In 2017, 
three initiatives including an updated curriculum guide, additional professional development for 
teachers, and the Free Kindergarten Scheme, were implemented in a further attempt to strengthen the 
play-based nature of the program (HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). A questionnaire was 
developed to survey local Hong Kong teachers and measure their satisfaction regarding these reforms. 
To further understand the historic and present challenges with the Hong Kong kindergarten system, and 
identify areas for possible further change, the survey results were measured against the Disconnections 
Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010). The results of the analysis allowed for a better understanding of the Hong 
Kong kindergarten system and led to the design of possible steps forward for the Hong Kong Education 
Bureau to take in order to continue to strengthen the play-based approach for the kindergarten 
program.  
 Keywords: kindergarten, early childhood, early years, disconnections, play-based learning, 
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Why Not Play?  
An Analysis of Teachers’ Perspectives of the Effectiveness of the 2017 Kindergarten Educational 




Play is a universal developmental activity that scholars believe is essential for learning and 
development, especially for young children. Many researchers including Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, Roberta 
Golinkoff, David Elkind, Marilyn Fleer, and Jane Healy have communicated that play is important for 
physical, social, emotional, and academic development in young children (Elkind, 2001; Fleer, 2015; 
Healy, 2004; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003). It is, therefore, essential for growth and learning. Despite 
the long-standing assertion of the importance of play in development, play-based pedagogy has not 
been fully embraced universally. In my experiences as an international teacher, I became aware that not 
all countries incorporate the play-based learning pedagogy in their early-childhood systems. It was my 
experience that the play-based learning teaching practices suggested by official curriculum documents 
in Hong Kong were in some ways, underutilized. Having observed this, I was inspired to examine to what 
extent play-based pedagogy was implemented in the country of Hong Kong. 
As a Canadian-born international school teacher, it was once my understanding that overseas 
international schools are meant to offer educational practice and curriculum representative of their 
home country to students who do not have a chance to attend school in their home educational system. 
Teachers in international schools tend to be collaborative and open-minded about ideas and practices, 
bringing international pedagogical influences from their home countries and around the globe.  
After working in Asia for ten years, I observed that many international schools are heavily 
influenced by the educational practices and expectations of their host countries, often to a higher 
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degree than by the educational practices of their home countries. For example, early childhood 
education in Canada currently promotes play-based learning for young children. In Hong Kong, the 
majority of children and families were more familiar with a didactic approach to teaching and learning. 
While I worked in Hong Kong, my schools followed American or Canadian curricula, however despite this 
fact, the teaching strategies preferred and requested by my administration were didactic and teacher-
centric rather than play-based. The influence from the Hong Kong context had a stronger impact on 
teaching practice than the impact of the teaching practices promoted in Canada. I wondered why, if we 
were meant to be teaching Canadian curricula, we were not also adopting the teaching approach found 
presently being promoted in Canada.  
The impetus for this thesis occurred when I was transferred from an American International 
school in Singapore to a sister school in Hong Kong. I had been well educated in the benefits of play-
based learning, understanding that didactic education is sometimes seen as “Suffocating the creative 
intellect of young children” (Yuen, 2005, p. 301). I was asked to teach a kindergarten class of beginning 
English language learners. I requested the opportunity to introduce a play-based structure in my 
classroom and was initially granted permission from administration. I spent a summer planning center 
activities and engagements. Unfortunately, upon arriving to the school, I was told by the same 
administration that I was no longer able to use a play-based approach due to the feeling that play-based 
education would not achieve the high level of academic results that they were hoping for.   
Being corporately owned, the administration of the school was invested in a high level of 
academic achievement, as well as retaining its customer base of parents and families. In support of their 
viewpoint, my administrators mentioned three considerations which I then researched further: (a) that 
play-based learning does not always offer equal academic achievement compared with didactic 
academic approaches in early childhood education (Cheng, 2000; King, 1986), (b) that “The type of 
learning taking place [in play] may not be obvious” (Cutter-Mackenzie et al., 2014, p.16), and (c), that 
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without a didactic focus on academic rigor, it is unlikely that a child will acquire the level of academic 
skills desired in Hong Kong. This is due to student choice being a trademark of play-based learning (Aras, 
2015; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003; King, 1986). The school desired obvious and measurable results of 
a formally academic nature, and learning through play can be difficult to measure because through play, 
children will often be developing physical skills, social skills, or creativity and thinking skills that will 
prime their brains and bodies for formal academic learning when they are ready (Aras, 2015; Hirsh-
Pasek & Golinkoff, 2004; King, 1986). In light of these points, my school administration in Hong Kong 
decided that due to intense competition for student recruitment and the resulting need to impress 
parents who value academics, a play-based program was not an option. I was told to run a didactic, 
highly academic program instead of a play-based one.  
This experience caused me to wonder about what play-based learning looked like in Hong Kong. 
My experience of being asked not to use play-based learning was not isolated to my private-
international school but appears to affect young learners Hong Kong-wide. Though many well-
established, international schools with large multinational student populations managed to maintain a 
stronger play pedagogy, newer international schools, like mine, needing to entice enrollments from fee-
paying parents, were pressured to take on more academic programs. If International schools, in Hong 
Kong felt enough pressure to adopt the didactic teaching practices of their host country, I was curious 
about how the local, early childhood kindergartens were able to make progress with their own 
educational goals.  As kindergartens in Hong Kong are privately owned and receive a very small amount 
of government funding, they rely on admission and retention numbers, creating a highly competitive 
market (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Nien, 2001). After exploring the Hong Kong curriculum documents and 
speaking informally to local parents, who were concerned about homework levels for their youngest 
children in local kindergartens, I came to the decision that further research was required to understand 
the local Hong Kong kindergarten system and its influences on play-based learning. 
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Hong Kong Early Childhood Education 
Hong Kong based early childhood researcher, Doris Cheng has studied the dynamic and practice 
of Hong Kong kindergartens for over twenty years and shares that “The teaching and learning of literacy 
and numeracy of young children in Hong Kong have not changed, despite the call for teaching reforms at 
the turn of the century” (Cheng, 2010, p.71). In fact, the Hong Kong government has been attempting to 
create change, and adopt a play-based environment for its youngest learners for decades to no avail 
(Cheng, 2010; Hong Kong Government (HKGOV), 1982). 
Several reasons for the high academic expectations in kindergartens have been put forward. The 
first reason being that local teachers in Hong Kong tend to be more familiar with didactic teacher-led 
instruction than play-based learning and may, consequently, feel more comfortable with a traditional 
educational approach (Sandberg & Heden, 2001). Second, though the Confucian Heritage Culture has 
notable strengths as far as preparing students for study and research, the cultures’ focus on hard work, 
diligence, and concentration have caused challenges for Hong Kong’s adoption of play-based learning 
(Nguyen et al., 2006; Sandberg & Heden, 2001; Tran, 2013). Third, principals have reported that their 
teachers were not trained well enough in the play-based pedagogy to use it in their classes (Fung & 
Cheng, 2012). Finally, researchers have reported that many Hong Kong parents do not view play as a 
valid method for educating their children, preferring to focus on high academic expectations and 
didactic instruction when selecting a school for their children (Fung & Cheng, 2012). This perpetuates 
competition in the privately-run kindergarten business sector as tuition-paying parents select schools 
with the highest level of visible academic growth, compelling kindergartens to pander to parent desires 
and provide didactic education with measurable outcomes (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Lau & Cheng, 2016; 
Nien, 2001). With investors seeking a return on their investment, school principals were under pressure 
to gain and retain parents, and their tuition payments, annually (Fung & Cheng, 2012). This makes the 
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topic of parent approval significantly more important than in publicly funded systems, compelling 
schools to pander to parent desires.  
Hong Kong parents tend to believe that hard work and high expectations are key for success and 
that play can hinder learning (Leung, 2010). The belief that play is the work of a child has historically not 
been widely considered in the Hong Kong context (Mraz et al., 2016). Didactic teaching practice seems 
to be so familiar in the pedagogy of both teachers and parents, that implementing effective change has 
been challenging (Fung & Cheng, 2012).  
The purpose of this research is to analyze hurdles in the adoption of play-based learning so that 
they can be addressed in the future.  
Hong Kong’s Efforts to Make Changes 
The Hong Kong government has made periodic attempts to reform education, by making 
improvements to teacher training and offering curriculum guidelines in support of play-based teaching 
practices (HKGOV, 2006a; Rao & Li, 2009b). Despite progressive changes in teacher training, many long-
term kindergarten teachers in Hong Kong remain undertrained (Cheng, 2010; Yuen, 2005). Wai Kwan 
Gail Yuen, an education professor at the Education University of Hong Kong and a member of the 
committee who initiated the Free Kindergarten Scheme, shared that, “A majority of early childhood 
personnel have received minimal professional preparation and development” (Yuen, 2005, p. 282). 
Teachers themselves have attested to their lack of comfort and ability when attempting to incorporate a 
play-based pedagogy, particularly when facing pressure to demonstrate academic outcomes for young 
children (Cheng, 2010). In 2017, the Hong Kong Education Board took steps to rectify this situation. The 
government’s measures were aimed at creating change for teachers and students in Hong Kong, starting 
with the implementation of a new curriculum guide in August of 2017 (HKGOV, 2017).  
The authors of the new curriculum guide describe appropriate academic outcomes with 
somewhat more clarity than previous curriculum guides. These changes have the potential to support 
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administrators and teachers with the implementation of a more play-focused program (HKGOV, 2017). 
Secondly, a change in funding removed the pressure of payment from parents by offering funding to 
schools directly. This move by the government was intended to reduce competition for students 
between schools, allowing school administrators to adopt more play-centric teaching practices without 
worrying about impressing parents simply for their tuition payments (Cremer, 2018). A third reform to 
better support play-based learning in Hong Kong kindergartens was the improvement of the 
professional development program for teachers. The Hong Kong government recognized the need to 
continue to train teachers in a practical way, and allocated funds toward teacher professional 
development in the form of an application-based, reimbursement scheme (HKGOV, 2019b, 2018a). 
Principals could apply on behalf of teachers once a professional development course had been 
completed successfully (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b).   
These newly implemented educational reforms from the Hong Kong Government Board of 
Education were designed to solve some of the current impediments to the application of play-based 
learning in Hong Kong kindergartens (HKGOV, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). Research regarding the 
improvements in the kindergarten system post-reform will indicate whether further changes should be 
considered in the future. 
Disconnections Theory Framework 
The Disconnections Theory, originally introduced by Dr. Allan Walker (2004) during a Keynote 
address speech, is a framework which pertains directly to the Hong Kong context (being from an Asian-
Confucian background). The framework is designed to identify and understand disconnections that are 
commonly found in the midst of educational and organizational reforms. Walker’s Disconnections 
Theory identifies five types of disconnections that regularly influence reforms: instrumental, intellectual, 
political, cultural, and communication. Once organizational disconnections are understood, they can be 
bridged and may promote future understanding of the reforming organization (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
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Using the lens of these disconnections, the challenges of Hong Kong’s 2017 kindergarten reforms as well 
as the benefits can be analyzed and further direction for continued improvements might be identified 
(Quong & Walker, 2009, 2010; Walker, 2004, 2010; Walker & Qian, 2012).  
Problem Statement, Positionality and Intention of Study 
The purpose of the study is twofold: first, to identify to what extent the 2017 Hong Kong 
educational reforms were positive and effective from the perspective of local Hong Kong kindergarten 
teachers; and second, to identify organizational gaps using Walker’s Disconnections Theory to analyze 
teacher responses to the survey (Walker, 2004). The Hong Kong government believes that its teachers 
are the key to executing a successful play-based program; therefore, teacher confidence, understanding, 
and motivation is relevant (HKGOV, 1981a, 1981b). Teachers’ perceptions of their ability to implement 
play-based learning following the 2017 educational reforms will demonstrate the effectiveness of the 
reforms and offer a deeper look into the practices of the Hong Kong kindergarten system post-reform. 
Significance of Study 
This study has the potential to be meaningful in the Hong Kong context by offering the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau information regarding the success and effectiveness of educational reforms 
made in Fall, 2017. This research also could provide information that might lead to a stronger early 
childhood education program in Hong Kong by identifying cultural strengths that could be positively 
combined with the play-based learning pedagogy. Determining whether or not the updated 
kindergarten curriculum guideline document combined with additional professional development, and a 
change in funding can improve teachers’ implementation of play-based learning will be useful. The 
outcomes of this study may act as an important building block to informing Hong Kong’s Education 
Bureau and Hong Kong universities of future steps to take to continue the implementation of play-based 
programming. When analyzing responses using the Disconnections Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010; Walker 
& Qian, 2012), there is a possibility of identifying some specific disconnections to the kindergarten 
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organization as well as potential solutions to any specific concerns (Quong & Walker, 2010). This study 
may also lend itself well to other Confucian Heritage Culture countries that are working toward the 
integration of a play-based education model. 
Problem Statement  
Those directly responsible for the active implementation of Hong Kong’s 2017 educational 
reforms, local kindergarten teachers, are integral stakeholders with a vested interest in the reforms’ 
success (HKGOV, 2016). It is important; therefore, that kindergarten teachers have the knowledge, 
access, confidence, and support to implement them effectively.  
Research Questions  
The central research question and additional guiding questions are discussed in chapter three in 
greater depth. Each question will identify both teacher satisfaction to the respective reform as well as 
the level of possible disconnection found through reforms as well as teaching practices. The guiding 
questions are integral to the intention and purpose of this quantitative study.  
The central research questions which led the development of this is: 
1. To what extent, have the Hong Kong Government Educational Bureau’s 2017 educational reforms 
for kindergartens influenced the level of play-based learning in Hong Kong kindergarten classrooms? 
2. To what extent do each of the five disconnections influence the educational reforms and present 
Hong Kong kindergarten education system (Walker, 2004, 2010)?  
The corresponding guiding questions for this investigation include:  
A. Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers notice a clear difference in their play-based classroom practice, 
or overall school experience following the implementation of the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten 
curriculum guideline document (HKGOV, 2017)?  
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B. Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers feel motivated to register for any of the newly developed 
Professional Development opportunities offered by the Hong Kong Education Bureau (HKGOV, 
2018a, 2019b)?  
C. Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers feel that Free Kindergarten Scheme reduced the level of stress 
they felt to push students toward higher academic achievements (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV 2019a; 
Wong & Rao, 2015)?  
D. To what extent do education reform disconnections play a role in the state of Hong Kong’s local 
kindergarten system and its ability to incorporate play-based learning (Walker, 2004, 2010)? 
Positionality 
As a Canadian, I had to reflect on my position and whether it was appropriate for me to analyze 
the Hong Kong kindergarten system. I had been raised in an environment very different from that of 
children in Hong Kong and had carried my experiences into my work and research practices and 
ideologies. I had; however, also taught in the Asian context for my entire teaching career to date, from 
2009-2019, and in Hong Kong for five of those academic years. I also gained insight into the university 
system and its influence on the Hong Kong education system while completing a Master of Education 
degree there. According to Fleming (2018), a New Zealand researcher studying insider positionality in 
educational research, an outsider can occasionally offer a more objective point of view regarding 
research, however, insider positions are becoming more widely accepted as researchers become more 
introspective of their own practice. As someone who spent significant amounts of time in Hong Kong, I 
was able to experience the culture and educational beliefs first hand and consider myself to be more of 
an insider, reflecting on the practices of a place that I considered to be my home for many years 
(Fleming, 2018). My knowledge and understanding of the Hong Kong culture through my experiences 
there allowed me to feel that I would be able to share my own understanding of play with others in a 
way that would be well received and considerate of both the Hong Kong and Canadian cultures. 
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However, as I was analyzing a system that I was in some ways also an outsider of, being an international 
school teacher born and raised in Canada and not a local kindergarten teacher born in Hong Kong 
(Fleming, 2018), I made efforts to be mindful of my position. I worked to maintain a diplomatic and 
appropriate approach to this research, and to focus on topics that I was knowledgeable of regarding the 
Hong Kong context through both my personal experiences and research. Additionally, the majority of 
cited research for this study that pertains to the Hong Kong of Confucian Heritage Cultures was written 
by Hong Kong’s leading researchers in the field of early childhood education in order to ensure its 
authenticity and relevance.  The theoretical framework which underpinned this project was written by 
Allan Walker who is the Dean of Education at the Education University of Hong Kong and who has lived 
and researched in the Hong Kong context for over thirty years. It was my intention to share facts and 
treat this research project with cultural and unbiased respect.  
Assumptions, Limitations, Scope, Delimitations 
Assumptions 
The following assumptions were made pertaining to the study: 
The assumption was made that all of the local study participants were Hong Kong kindergarten teachers 
and had an adequate English level, having had to pass the International English Language Testing System 
(IELTS) with a score of 6 overall (HKGOV, 2019). It was also assumed that all Hong Kong kindergarten 
teachers had access to a personal use computer with internet access. Using word of mouth, personal 
connections, and social media, it was assumed that between 20 and 50 participants could be recruited. 
Finally, the assumption was made that participants would answer the survey questions truthfully for 
accurate data.  
Limitations 
The context for this study is the city of Hong Kong, so findings do not apply directly to any other 
countries; however, countries subscribing to the Confucian Heritage Culture may find elements of the 
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study relevant. The timeline of 2 months for data collection was a limitation. More time may have 
provided a wider population of participants, particularly due to unexpected political demonstrations 
taking place in Hong Kong for the duration of the data collection period. In order to have a data point of 
2 years post implementation, the survey required answering during the first term of the 2019 academic 
year. Vicinity was a limitation. At the time of data collection, the researcher was residing in Canada and 
no in-person requests could be made for potential participants to take the survey. This meant that full 
reliance had to be placed on social media to recruit participants. This research did not rely on random 
sampling, but rather solicited participants who by convenience were willing to respond. Access to a 
random sample of all teachers in Hong Kong, might have produced a different set of data.  
Scope 
This study relates directly to the Hong Kong context; and therefore, the data was collected 
exclusively from Hong Kong kindergarten teachers. The survey questionnaire was quantitative and 
included both multiple-choice and short answer questions. The online survey was opened on September 
7th, 2019 and remained open for 2 months. Due to the specific nature of the circumstances being 
researched, the survey was personally developed by the researcher and placed onto a Google Form as 
the method of data collection (Google, 2020a). The survey was shared on the Facebook groups, Hong 
Kong Hong Kong KindergartenNET’s and English Teachers in Hong Kong (Facebook, n.d. a, b).  Multiple 
requests were made via personal and group online sources to gather participants. Reminders were also 
made to these online groups in the event that participants had intended to respond to the questionnaire 
but was waiting for a suitable time. After the closing of the survey on November 7th, 2019, the analysis 
of results began. When scoring the results, strongly disagree, disagree, and neutral response were 
coded as negative responses and detracting from the success of the Hong Kong Educational Reforms, or 
the implementation of play-based learning. Responses of agree and strongly agree, were categorized as 
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positive responses, identifying the success levels of both the educational reforms and the 
implementation of play-based learning in Hong Kong kindergartens.  
Delimitations 
The parameters for this study were set with the intention of gaining a general overview of 
teachers’ perspectives of the 2017 Hong Kong educational reforms, as well as identifying possible 
disconnections in the Hong Kong kindergarten system. A set number of questions were made pertaining 
to three specific strands in the 2017 educational reforms in Hong Kong. The majority of questions were 
also coded to the Disconnections Theory and offered a second set of data (Walker, 2004, 2010). The 
coded survey questions can be viewed in APPENDIX B.  In order to maintain confidentiality, identifying 
indicators, including gender and age, had to be removed despite potential additional information that 
these identifiers might offer for future studies.  
Summary of Introduction 
Hong Kong has faced a number of challenges over their 40-year implementation of play-based 
learning in kindergarten classrooms (Cheng, 2010; Fung & Cheng, 2012). Low levels of teacher training, a 
lack of understanding of play-based teaching strategies, and competition between schools to impress 
parents with high levels of academic output are all predicted reasons for the historic challenges (Fung & 
Cheng, 2012; Leung, 2010). In an attempt to further implement play-based practices in Hong Kong 
kindergartens, the Hong Kong Education Bureau introduced three major changes at the beginning of the 
2017-2018 academic year (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). The 
implementation of a new kindergarten curriculum guide document, increased urgency and support for 
professional development, and a change from parent vouchers to free kindergarten tuition for parents 
whereby schools are funded directly from the government based on enrollment (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 
2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). Based on teacher responses to a quantitative survey, the success of 
the educational reforms can be measured. Allan Walker’s Disconnections Theory (2004, 2010), may lead 
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to a better understanding of these challenges. Analyzing results against Walker’s Disconnections Theory 
(2004, 2010) may uncover continued challenges in the Hong Kong kindergarten system. This information 
could inform the Hong Kong Education Bureau, universities in Hong Kong, and future research regarding 


























The following discussion lays the foundation for the investigation by highlighting relevant 
literature from both empirical and theoretical vantage points. Research in play-based learning by Hong 
Kong nationals including Wai Kwan Gail Yuen, Doris Cheng, and Allan Walker, Nirmala Rao, Hui Li, and 
JMS Wong was essential to the understanding of the Hong Kong context (Cheng, 2000, 2010; Rao & Li, 
2009a; Wong & Rao, 2015; Walker, 2004, 2010; Yuen, 2005). Additionally, advocates for play-based 
learning including Lev Vygotsky, Marilyn Fleer, Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, Roberta Golinkoff, Jane Healy, David 
Elkind, David Whitbread, Edward Millar and Joan Almon were influential to any pedagogical analyses 
pertaining to play as a method of learning (Elkind, 2001, 2007; Fleer, 2001, 2015; Healy, 2004; Hirsh-
Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003; Miller & Almon, 2009; Vygotsky, 1978; Whitebread, 2012). The review begins 
by (a) outlining the importance of play-based learning, (b) considering play-based learning as an 
educational practice, and (c) exploring the challenges and application of play-based learning practices in 
the education of children in Hong Kong. Subsequently, the rationale for studying play-based learning in 
the Hong Kong context is shared. This in turn leads to a comprehensive review of the empirical literature 
regarding: (a) The Confucian Heritage Culture (Leung, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2006) and (b), the 
Disconnections Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010, Walker & Qian, 2012).  
Hong Kong is a country struggling to implement effective play-based learning in local 
kindergartens (Cheng, 2010). As predominantly didactic education can have negative effects on very 
young children, recognizing and amending Hong Kong’s challenges with the implementation of play-
based learning (PBL) will be helpful (Elkind, 2001; Healy 2004; Hirsh-Pasek, 2003; Whitebread, 2012). By 
exploring the Hong Kong kindergarten context against the lens of the Disconnections Theory (Walker, 
2004, 2010, Walker & Qian, 2012), it is possible to better understand the depth of some of these 
challenges and potentially suggest ways to address them. Educational reforms initiated in 2017 (HKGOV, 
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2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b) were designed to influence the kindergarten system in a positive 
way. Recognizing the benefits, successes, and continued challenges post-reform can inform the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau of possible future steps.  
Gathering Materials  
The research for this review was collected using online databases including ProQuest 
Dissertation and Thesis Global, ERIC (EbscoHOST), and ERIC. Books from personal collections and 
libraries were used, as well as collected papers. A variety of search terms were used for topics including: 
Play-based learning, academic kindergartens, dramatic play in early childhood, Hong Kong early 
childhood education, Confucian Heritage Culture, Disconnections Theory, teacher satisfaction survey, 
Hong Kong educational reform, Hong Kong educational funding, Hong Kong teachers, Hong Kong 
parents, and Hong Kong principals. Specific researchers were also searched for including, Doris Cheng 
and Allan Walker because of their prominent research in play-based learning and the Disconnections 
Theory respectively (Cheng, 2000, 2010; Walker, 2004). No specific parameters were set in order to 
identify the highest number of usable reports. These search terms, dissertations, journal articles, theses, 
books, and other academic publications were grouped by common topics and themes. The themes were 
broken down clearly in the literature review presented here and supported the need for further study in 
the area of the Hong Kong kindergarten system. This resulted in the development of a teacher 
satisfaction survey study and a study pertaining to the Hong Kong kindergarten system and the 
effectiveness of the 2017 kindergarten educational reforms. 
Learning in the Hong Kong Context 
For decades, play-based learning has been a discussion point among early childhood and 
primary schools world-wide. With historic roots reaching back as far as 1470 BCE with Socrates and 427 
BCE with Plato (Haas et al., 2016), many educational philosophers throughout history have made efforts 
to profess the importance of play for developing children. The topic has always been controversial; 
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however, as throughout the same historical time frame prominent educational philosophers including 
Aristotle in 384 BCE have also contested play. Those who contest play often advocate for teaching young 
children using a more didactic model to prepare them to take specific societal roles once they have 
reached adulthood (Haas et al., 2016).  
Many Asian countries have a strong and historic foundation in Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) 
stemming back over a millennium (Park, 2011). Though each CHC region subscribes to a different level 
of practice, the key foundational beliefs remain the same (Park, 2011). The CHC approach to education 
differs from the play-based approach in that the foundation is that hard work and discipline are the keys 
to success in adulthood (Ames, 2010; Luk, 1991; Park, 2011). This preference lends itself well to a 
didactic, often lecture-based approach to instruction (Haas et al., 2016; Park, 2011). This approach to 
teaching and learning has benefitted CHC countries in several key ways including producing high 
globally-recognized academic rankings, and an efficient work-force (Haas et al., 2016; Park, 2011). 
Several CHC countries rank at or near the top of global standards for Reading, Math, and Sciences based 
on scores from their regular participation in the Program for International Studies Assessment (PISA) 
(Koh, 2018; Venkatachalam, 2017). Thomas Tran shares in his research regarding the learning 
motivation of students raised within the CHC, that students work diligently, problem solve by bouncing 
ideas off of their peers, and respect the specific teaching practices of their individual teachers (Tran, 
2013). In a recent study by Ho (2020), it was discovered that the Confucian Heritage Culture may have 
far less impact on the education system in Hong Kong than previously thought, and that other factors 
likely influence the education system, including the intrinsic drive for achievement and societal 
acceptance. With successful educational outcomes and a longstanding history of strong study habits, the 
need for change is necessarily obvious. In fact, the PISA successes of these programs are often used as 
global examples in higher grade levels (Koh, 2018; Tran, 2013; Venkatachalam, 2017).  
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Over the last few decades, the amount of research focused on play-based teaching and learning 
practices for children aged 0-8 has increased with focused studies and samples coming from many 
countries including the United Kingdom, Canada, Europe, Finland, Switzerland, Austria, Australia, and 
New Zealand (CIDREE/DOE, 2007; Mraz et al, 2016). In these areas, many schools, childcares, and 
nurseries, have adopted play-based practices for the majority of children between the ages of 0 and 5 or 
6, with some schools adopting full play programs all the way to age 8 (CIDREE/DOE, 2007; Ministry of 
Education (MOE), 2018a, 2018b). With the rise in understanding of the benefits of PBL, some CHC 
countries have, likewise, begun to analyze their own education systems and a few have made steps to 
transition to a more play-based early childhood program. For example, the former minister of education 
of South Korea, Byong Man Ahn, reflected on the fact that students in South Korea had lost a love of 
learning after being raised in a regiment of memorizing facts (Cavanagh, 2001). Leaders of education in 
China have expressed that with their current academic practices, students often develop into only mid-
level employees and the most successful leaders and employees are those who studied abroad. In a less 
didactic environment they were able to “Develop their managerial drive and creativity” (Xueqin, 2010, 
para. 4), and “unlearn the test-centric approach to knowledge that was drilled into them” (Xueqin, 2010, 
para. 4).  
In an effort to blend the benefits of play-based learning with the already successful didactic 
educational practices in Singapore, The Ministry of Education made steps to reform their early childhood 
education system, and in 2018 began a new campaign to minimize standardized testing city-wide (Koh, 
2018; MOE, 2018a, 2018b). Mainland China, on a similar timeline and journey to Hong Kong, has 
prohibited the use of didactic practices including the drilled rehearsal of reading and the writing of 
Chinese characters in their early childhood centers (Yang & Li, 2018). In 2001, Anjiplay was developed in 
Mainland China, a curriculum framework designed for individual school use on a for-purchase basis, that 
hinges on relationship, open ended explorations, and outdoor play (Anjiplay, Inc., 2019). Programs like 
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these are becoming more and more accepted by both parents and the communities through parent 
outreach (Anjiplay, Inc., 2019). The government in Hong Kong began to explore incorporating a more 
play-based early childhood educational system as early as 1981 but has seen little improvement (Cheng, 
2010; HKGOV, 1981a, 1981b, 1982).  
History of Early Childhood Education in Hong Kong 
Pre-1982. 
Throughout the early twentieth century, Hong Kong’s school system was developing its own 
identity. In an attempt to educate bilingual students in a culturally relevant manner, the Hong Kong 
school system melded together a curriculum founded on CHC educational teachings. The curriculum also 
included portions of the post-World War II Chinese curricula, and British colonial school curricula in an 
attempt to educate bilingual, culturally relevant students (Luk, 1991). Early childhood education was not 
yet a priority and it was not until the 1960’s when privatized childcare was established for young 
children that early childhood education became a consideration (Yuen, 2005).  
The British colonialist government at the time appeared to be apathetic and indifferent to early 
childhood practice (Yuen, 2005). This was possibly due to the female nature of the role of early 
childhood educators, in what was a highly patriarchal society (Lee, 2001; Nguyen et al., 2006; Yuen, 
2005), or to an ingrained belief that anyone with a higher level of education could teach someone with a 
‘lower’ level of education (Yin-Mei, 2005).  
1982. 
In 1981, the British colonialist government in Hong Kong brought in a visiting educational panel 
from England to assess the education system in Hong Kong and offer suggestions (Cheng, 2000). After 
publication of the appraisal report, ‘A Perspective on Education in Hong Kong: Report by a Visiting 
Panel’, the government began to take an interest in early childhood education (Cheng, 2000; HKGOV, 
1981a; 1981b, 1982), and produced their first ‘learning-through-play’ framework in 1982 (Cheng, 2010). 
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At the time, the government had little control over curriculum implementation, as kindergartens were 
private, autonomous realms of education competing for tuition-paying students (Yuen, 2005). Yuen 
(2005) shared that the hope of the Hong Kong Education Bureau was that if the early childhood 
education sector remained competitive, it would continue to see “Renewals and vibrancies” (p.270).   
Kindergarten teachers had difficulty with the implementation of the first curriculum guide and 
were unable to switch their teaching practice from a didactic approach to one incorporating play 
(Cheng, 2010). At that point, there had been no formal educational requirements of training expected of 
kindergarten teachers (Yuen, 2005). Most were completely untrained (Lee, 2001). Pairing the lack of 
teacher education levels with the educational beliefs in diligence and hard work, teachers in Hong Kong 
preschools preferred using didactic approaches to learning (Ames, 2010; Wu, 2013). In 1986, the visiting 
educational panel from London returned for a follow-up visit and found that many kindergartens 
retained formal, didactic practices and overly-challenging curricula (Cheng, 2000).  
1982-1997. 
In addition to recommendations to adopt a play-based pedagogy, teachers in 1982 were also 
asked to take a non-mandatory 120-hour training course. Principals were required to complete a 2-year-
part-time training course in early childhood education. Both of these courses were offered at local 
universities (HKGOV, 1981a; Lee, 2001; Wong and Rao, 2015). The Pre-Primary Guideline Document 
developed in 1982 recommended a training schedule that would encourage 90% of teachers to be 
trained by 1992 (HKGOV, 1981a). In 1992; however, only 42% of teachers had taken the 120-hour 
certificate program (Lee, 2001). One problem was that the training was not a requirement for pre-
existing staff, but rather, a suggestion (Yuen, 2005). The 120-hour training was; however, a requirement 
for all emergent teachers joining the field of kindergarten education (Yuen, 2005). Unfortunately, due to 
unattractively low wages, lack of professional development time and funds, and the government’s 
generally low opinion of early childhood education felt by early childhood educators, few existing 
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teachers opted to become trained (Lee, 2001; Yin-Mei, 2005). This effectively placed experienced, but 
less-educated, teachers in seniority over new, higher-educated teachers, causing difficulty when the 
senior teachers disapproved of the ideas and methodologies suggested by new teachers (Lee, 2001; Yin-
Mei, 2005; Yuen, 2005).  
For the next decade, the 120-hour certificate program offered for teachers, and the 2-year part-
time administrator program, were the only university training courses available to early childhood 
education practitioners in Hong Kong (Yuen, 2005). Revision efforts were made in 1995 when 
universities began to offer a 1-year, part-time early childhood education certificate for teachers, and 
then in 1997, when a 2-year, full- time early childhood education certificate program was developed 
(Wong & Rao, 2015).  
1997-2006. 
In 1997, the world witnessed Hong Kong’s historic handover, where the British colonialists 
ceded Hong Kong back to China after their 150-year rule, and a new Special Administrative Region 
government was established to navigate Hong Kong through their 50-year transition toward the 
reunification of China (Yuen, 2005). The Hong Kong government re-evaluated early childhood education 
several times throughout the early 2000’s, noting that birth rates were dropping as cost of living 
increased, and schools required finances to stay open (Wong & Rao, 2015). This caused concern for the 
government, who recognized that the “Uncontrollable increase of competition” (Yuen, 2005, p. 274) 
might open up children to the risk of malpractice. For instance, kindergartens may become 
oversubscribed in order to increase incoming funds or high-ranking kindergartens may have expected 
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2006-Present. 
 Funding. 
In September 2005, the Hong Kong Bureau of Education attempted to take action to protect 
children from competition, while still allowing schools to maintain autonomy and leaving the 
kindergarten industry as a private entity (Li & Fong, 2014; Wong & Rao, 2015). The government 
demonstrated its care to families by creating The Pre-Primary Education Voucher Scheme (PEVS). This 
scheme offered a credit to parents for the purpose of offsetting financial costs at their chosen 
kindergarten (HKGOV, 2019a; Wong & Rao, 2015). The voucher could be applied for by all parents of 
kindergarten-aged students (children ages 3-5) alleviated financial concerns for families, offering what 
the government hoped was a more equal opportunity for children in Hong Kong (Rao & Li, 2009a, 
2009b). The kindergartens themselves, continued to feel a high level of pressure to retain families as the 
competition for student enrollment and the accompanying educational vouchers, remained unchanged 
(Wong & Rao, 2015).  
According to Wong and Rao (2015), a discussion between government education departments 
was held in 2013 to explore the transition to free kindergarten education. This change would ultimately 
initiate a shift away from the system of exclusively private sector kindergartens and toward a public 
system for early childhood education (Cremer, 2018). The discussion was supported by academic 
researchers in Hong Kong including Li and Fong (2014) and Wong and Rao (2015), who recognized the 
benefits of a Free Kindergarten system.  The 2017-2018 academic school year was the first year that the 
Free Kindergarten Scheme became public (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2018b). With this change, rather than 
parents and families receiving individual PEVS vouchers for their children’s kindergarten funds, all 
financial concern was removed from parents (HKGOV 2019a). Funds for early childhood education are 
sent directly to kindergartens based on their enrollment numbers (HKGOV, 2018b, 2019a). Parents are 
still able to select which kindergarten they prefer, and consequently competition to attend the higher-
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ranking schools may remain high. Kindergartens have the additional option of applying for grants to 
support school funding further (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2018b, 2019a).  
 Teacher Education. 
In the last decade, Hong Kong’s entry Kindergarten teachers have received significantly more 
training. It was not until 2012 that a 3-year degree program was added for teachers looking to widen 
their careers and expertise in early childhood education (Wong & Rao, 2015). In very recent years, some 
universities in Hong Kong have extended their education degrees to a 5-year honours option (HKEdu, 
2019). In the 2018 Hong Kong Statistics Document, 97% of employed teachers and teaching assistants 
were trained. However, 94% of them held certificates, rather than qualified teacher status degrees, 
indicating that most had opted for 2-year certificate programs (HKGOV, 2018d, 2018e). Although early 
childhood education began to gain more credibility, Fung and Cheng (2012) note that teachers 
continued to fail to change their pedagogical approach. Despite agreeing that a play-based methodology 
was preferable, their execution was uncreative and mechanical (Fung & Cheng, 2012). 
Though kindergarten education in Hong Kong underwent significant changes and updates, 
Nicolopoulou (2010) noted that teachers continued to share that they had difficulty differentiating 
between didactic instruction, fully unstructured play, and play-based educational pedagogy. This may be 
due in part to a lack of deep understanding of play-theory (Cheng 2000). Despite the majority of 
teachers attaining some level of university training, lecture-based, didactic teaching methods continued 
to be preferred (Fung & Cheng, 2012).  
 Professional Development. 
In an effort to offer continuous support to kindergarten teachers, part of the 2017 educational 
reform, the Hong Kong Education Bureau began offering a widened range of professional development 
workshops (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b), along with online courses (T-Surf, 2019). Once a workshop or online 
course was completed, a teacher could request that their principal submit a ‘Course Fee Refund for 
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Teachers’ on their behalf. Upon approval, the refund would reimburse teachers for the cost of their 
professional development courses up to a total cost of 2000 Hong Kong Dollars (approximately 350 
Canadian dollars) (HKGOV, 2019a, 2018a).  
Play-Based Learning 
Play has the potential of “Shaping the brain, maintaining plasticity and potential, and developing 
a positive emotional orientation and disposition that will enable more complex and playful interaction 
with the environment” (Lester & Russell, 2008, p. 20). It is no wonder that it is a widely accepted 
practice in early childhood centers around the world.  
Characteristics and Definition of Play-Based Learning. 
To understand the challenges that Hong Kong faces in implementing a play-based early 
childhood system, a clear understanding of play-based learning (PBL) characteristics should be agreed 
upon. Play, in a similar fashion to love, can have many interpretations as it is experienced differently by 
everyone, making one single definition difficult to agree upon (Johnson et al., 2005). However, amidst 
the dozens of definitions of play, several consistent themes have emerged. The first of these themes, 
being that play prioritizes student choice. The findings of Nancy King (1986) suggest that play-based 
learning in schools involves a seamless relationship between play and learning. King (1986) explains that 
a kindergarten-aged child will not label any activity as ‘play’ if they have not chosen it themselves. The 
idea that student choice is the center of play-based learning is heavily supported by many other early 
childhood researchers (Aras, 2015; Miller & Almon, 2009; Ruben et al., 1983). 
 If student choice is widely accepted as being integral to play, then a lecture-based, prescribed, 
didactic teaching approach would appear to be the antithesis of a play-based model. Jane Healy (2004), 
along with several contemporaries including Hirsh-Pasek (2003), Golinkoff (2003), Haas (2016), Lasley 
(2016), and Nabors (2016), suggest that specific literacy-related skills such as letter-recognition, 
decoding phonics, and a daily calendar routine do not benefit preschoolers long term, and would be of 
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higher benefit if taught at a slightly later point of development (Haas et al., 2016; Healy, 2004; 
Hirshpasek & Golinkoff, 2003; Nicolopoulou, 2010). Focusing on play as a means of fostering oral 
language skills, social skills, problem-solving, and cognitive development are more age appropriate and 
motivate children for future learning (Hassinger-Das et al., 2018; Nicolopoulou, 2010; Vogt et al., 2018). 
In order to provide choice to students, appropriate early childhood curricula would limit the number of 
academic requirements for preschoolers and provide learning engagements that allow students to freely 
explore and experiment instead (Ruben et al., 1983). A second agreed upon element of PBL is that is can 
be non-literal, meaning it is concerned with process over product (Fleer, 2011; Ruben et al., 1983). 
Miller and Almon (2009) share that because of misinterpretations and a lack of clear definition, 
many teachers assume play-based learning to be entirely free of structure and expectations. Though 
free play has a place in a child development, when teaching specific subjects, such as mathematics and 
sciences, guided play can be invaluable (Hassinger-Das et al., 2018). Because play is centered on student 
choice and student interpretation, teachers who create inquiries based on interest, enable student 
choices and enhance student involvement and passion for learning (Miller & Almon, 2009). Smith & 
Pellegrini (2013) found that a balanced mixture of free play and structured play offers the most benefit, 
as during structured play, or ‘play tutoring’ (Smith & Pellegrini, 2013), children have opportunities to 
broaden their ideas and understandings while remaining in a play state.  
Carefully designed play experiences help children develop a myriad of qualities including 
attention span, problem-solving skills, perseverance and growth mindset, concentration and focus, and 
executive functioning (Butler, 2016). David Whitebread (2012), director of the Center for Research on 
Play in Education at Cambridge University recognizes the aforementioned skills as being stronger 
predictors of academic success than a child who learns to read at age 4 (Butler, 2016). The thoughtful 
development of experiences in a play-based environment relies heavily on both teacher competency 
and artistry and cannot be scripted or rely on scientific technique (Cheng, 2000). Reliance on a program 
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or scripted teacher instructional guide would hinder the ability for authentic and meaningful learning 
from the child’s perspective (Mraz et al., 2016). From an educational standpoint, play-based learning 
provides an ideal environment for fostering cognitive development in young children (Bergen, 2018).  
Teacher involvement “Should enhance learning of children through play; however, it should give 
children the confidence to act autonomously and make their own choices” (Aras, 2015, p. 1174). Jerome 
Bruner (1983) found that children can develop more elaborate and deep play skills when they have been 
supported in play by teachers. Teachers who play with the students, are scaffolding their play and 
provide them with the skills to participate in “spontaneous, child-initiated play” in the future (Bruner, 
1983). One area that early childhood teachers can actively model and play alongside students in, is 
dramatic play. Lev Vygotsky (1978) described the benefits of scaffolding in imaginative play. Play, like 
other subjects, can become deeper, allowing students to expand their mental capacity. Children often 
benefit, however, from scaffolding and modeling to reach that deeper level of imaginative play 
(Vygotsky, 1978).  
Because “We know that imagining and imitating are really complex cognitive processes” 
(Barblett, 2010, p. 3), dramatic play encourages a child to transcend the boundaries of their own social 
ability as well as break out of the constraints of the intended purpose or use of materials, allowing them 
to widen their play patterns and develop deeper cognitive functions (Fleer, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978). 
Dramatic play can help students to develop a broad range of useful social, emotional, and academic 
skills including creativity, language, behavioural expression, historical and scientific thinking (Bodrova, 
2008; Fleer, 2011; Hui et al., 2015; Vygotsky, 1978). Teachers who participate in children’s dramatic play 
support them in the development of critical mental functions (Bodrova, 2008). Researchers found 
children in Hong Kong to be lacking depth in their creative play and highlighting the importance of 
improved teacher participation in dramatic play in a study comparing Hong Kong and German children 
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(Wu, 2013). This creativity gap was also found in college level students in a comparison study against 
American students that asked participants to create titles for various jokes (Weihua et al., 2006).  
Though there is no official definition of play-based learning, the consensus for most early 
childhood researchers agrees on the necessity of student choice, and the opportunity for creative 
interpretation. It is also commonly agreed upon that the role of the teacher is to scaffold students in 
play and to plan engaging play experiences for students that are based on interest (Aras, 2015; Bodrova, 
2008; Bruner, 1983; Fleer, 2015; Vygotsky, 1978).   
For the purpose of this study, play-based learning will be defined as:  
Students’ active selection of and inquiry into intentional, untimed, open-ended engagements designed 
around observed student interest (Aras, 2015; Bodrova, 2008; Bruner, 1983; Haas et al., 2016; Healy, 
2004; Hirshpasek & Golinkoff, 2003; Miller & Almon, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010). 
 
When Early Childhood Education is Rushed 
As an increased focus has been placed on early childhood education, many schools have 
adopted increasingly high academic expectations in literacy and numeracy, often at the expense of play 
(Fleer, 2011). To achieve high levels of academic performance, these schools have placed academic 
pressure on younger children by pushing curriculum expectations down to lower grades (Miller & 
Almon, 2009). In their research publication, Crisis in the Kindergarten, Miller and Almon (2009) share 
their concern that academic expectations have been pushed from higher grades down to lower ones in 
order to cover more content. They go on to share that some kindergarten teachers around the world are 
spending up to thirty minutes per day in test preparation activities for kindergarten students (Hastings, 
2019; Miller & Almon, 2009). Inappropriately high academic outcomes are becoming increasingly 
expected in younger grades. In order to support teachers who are required to cover wide amounts of 
highly academic content, whole-group instruction and ‘script-heavy’ teaching resources are often 
prescribed (Miller & Almon, 2009).   
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Miller and Almon (2009) suggest that lecture-based, prescribed curriculum resources have little 
evidence of being successful in early childhood education, as young children are on a vast spectrum of 
developmental readiness. Though prescribed teaching resources may allow teachers to cover more 
content in a large group setting, this methodology does not take into account children as individual 
learners (Miller & Almon, 2009). Wu (2013), shared that though there are initial academic benefits for 
children who attend didactic pre-school programs, by the end of primary school, the academic 
advantage dissolves and children’s academic abilities, regardless of their preschool education, largely 
balance out.  
It is for this reason that David Elkind supports the slowing down of the educational pace for 
young children in his book, The Hurried Child (Elkind, 2001). Avoiding academic push down may be 
worth considering as it has been suggested that there is a correlation between age and readiness, with 
older children having an advantage when it comes to academic success both in preschool and 
kindergarten settings (Kmak, 2010; Loeb et al., 2007; Magnuson et al, 2007). Additionally, didactic 
education, when used on young children, rarely yields lasting advantages (Adams, 2008; Duku et al., 
2012; Morphett & Washburne, 1931). For instance, in a study done by Morphett and Washburne (1931), 
children who were introduced to reading in grade 1 were compared to those introduced to reading in 
grade 2. Though initially those in grade 1 had an academic advantage on tests, the advantages had 
disappeared by grade 4. Another study by Adams (2008) demonstrated a lack of academic difference 
between students who attended preschools and those who did not. Adams researched those students 
who had entered kindergarten with no preschool experience, against those who had attended preschool 
programs prior to entering kindergarten throughout their primary education (Adams, 2008). The study 
found that by grade 3, children who had not been in a preschool program, and had entered school in 
kindergarten, achieved the same level of academic outcomes as those who had the additional years of 
schooling (Adams, 2008). A similar study noted by Miller and Almon (2009), followed 68 randomly 
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selected students from their preschool years through until university, found that students in more 
didactic settings demonstrated short term gains; however, those with the longest-term success in 27 
different categories including, sense of responsibility, long-term academic success, and a lower number 
of felony arrests, were those who had participated in programs that centered around play (Miller & 
Almon, 2009). The findings in the above studies support the argument that academic benefits from 
didactic preschools, are not necessarily long lasting. Students aged 3 or 4 who attend heavy or 
accelerated academic expectations display few, if any, significant, long-term benefits or advantages 
(Healy, 2004). 
 Interestingly, Fuller et al, of the University of California, indicated in a 2017 study that children 
can be academically advantaged and benefit from an introduction into didactic instruction as long as 
they are above the age of 60 months (Fuller et al., 2017). Multiple studies have shown that didactic 
education in kindergarten is somewhat beneficial for children and can support them in their transition to 
grade 1 (Adams, 2008; Elkind, 2001; Harvey, 1991; Lowery, 2014; Miller & Almon, 2009). From the 
perspective of long-term academic success, didactic instruction can be positive (Cavanagh, 2011; MOE, 
2018a, 2018b; Xueqin, 2011). That being said, investigators reporting benefits to early academic 
education also found that these advantages only last for a few years as most students’ academic abilities 
balance out during their years of primary school (Adams, 2008; Elkind, 2001; Harvey, 1991; Lowery, 
2014; Miller & Almon, 2009). 
Didactic education and high academic expectations for young children; therefore, do not 
guarantee long term results. Not only does a didactic, academic focus not result in long term academic 
benefits for young learners, the lack of play that often accompanies didactic education can often have 
adverse results (Elkind, 2001; Healy 2004; Hirsh-Pasek, 2003; Whitebread, 2012). David Whitebread, the 
former director of the Play in Education, Development, and Learning (PEDAL) department at Cambridge 
University, asserts in his report, The Importance of Play (2012), that children who do not play, enough, 
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will likely have a disadvantage in their development. While research is limited to particular real-life case 
studies of orphanages, for example, Whitebread (2012, pp. 28-29) describes the available evidence and 
possible dangers of child and adult play deprivation, sharing that one common factor found in a study of 
criminally violent young men in the United States, is play deficit. He goes on to relay that children who 
lack play were found to be weaker in socially competent behaviour. In extreme cases, both cognitive and 
emotional deficits could result from children raised in deprived circumstances, such as in orphanages in 
Romania after the split of the Soviet Union (Whitebread, 2012). Once play is introduced in these 
extreme cases, however, recovery often takes place (Whitebread, 2012).  
Social/Emotional Concerns That Stem from Too Little Play in Early Childhood Education 
Due to significantly different backgrounds and home experiences, not all students enter school 
with the same set of social skills, which are said to be best learned in a play or free social environment 
(Strobbe, 2017). Thinking about the product over the process of learning can produce children who 
“Become paralyzed when they can’t get the right answer on the very first try” (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 
2003, p. 253). In an overly structured environment, students’ opportunities to gain positive social skills 
are limited, which can result in boundary testing and generally negative behavioural choices (Strobbe, 
2017). Common traits of first graders who have been pressured through inappropriately academic 
kindergarten programs include a lack confidence, apathy, embarrassment, and withdrawal (Elkind, 
2001). Adams (2008) found that children who attended academic preschools had behavioural difficulties 
upon initially joining kindergarten and grade 1 and were often less cooperative with teachers and 
classroom expectations than their non-pre-schooled peers. Additionally, due to over-supervision, 
stemming from parental safety concerns (Veitch et al., 2006), and a lack of unsupervised time outdoors 
plus limited time outdoors overall, a rise in Nature Deficit Disorder (Louv, 2005) has been documented. 
Nature deficit disorder is one of the leading causes of climbing obesity levels, self-harm, and mental 
health disorders in children (Louv, 2005). In a study by Cheng and coauthors (2015), it was found that 
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teacher directed, academically focused instruction could have an adverse effect on a child’s confidence. 
Conversely, children in playful preschools and primary schools often show a higher level of long-term 
skill development as well as positive attitudes towards learning (Healy, 2004).    
Concerns Regarding the Developmental Readiness of Young Children with Limited Play 
Children in academic settings can also be limited by a lack of academic readiness (Elkind, 2001; 
Healy, 2004; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003), which can cause the child to perform expected academic 
tasks poorly. Pressing children further than their development allows can result in the labeling of special 
learning needs for children who, given more time to play and develop, might otherwise perform at an 
academically appropriate rate (Elkind, 2001, 2007; Healy, 2004; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003). 
“Inappropriate labeling may have lifelong implications for children who are developing their self-image” 
(Ginsburg, K. as quoted in Miller & Almon, 2009, p. 22). Additionally, schools aiming to achieve academic 
outcomes by a specific deadline may feel pressure to label children as learning disabled or behavioural 
too early, “For management reasons rather than pedagogical reasons” (Elkind, 2001, p. 179). According 
to Healy (2004), children maintain a natural timeline for readiness and development. When adults 
impose their own idea of a timeline, they run the risk of distorting this natural timeline and limiting the 
child’s ability to gain required knowledge or solve problems independently in the future (Healy, 2004).  
A study by Fuller et al., (2017) from the Faculty of Education at the University of Berkley, 
California, showed that children who started their kindergarten year at an older age had an academic 
advantage. They continued to share that each additional month of physical age reached prior to 
beginning formal schooling correlated directly to positive academic results in both math and reading 
(Fuller et al., 2017). It has also been observed that children who are instructed in reading at an older 
physical age often enjoy reading more and opt to read more spontaneously than those who are 
introduced to reading early (Elkind, 2001). If schools focus too heavily on didactic education and leave 
no space for play, there is a likelihood that children will not develop as holistic learners, which may 
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present as academic inability (Elkind, 2001; Hirsh Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003; Whitebread, 2012). American 
author and child psychologist David Elkind stated that, “Readiness is not in the child’s head but rather, 
should always refer to the match between the child and the classroom he or she is to enter” (Elkind, 
2001, p. 71); and therefore, schools should consider developmental growth and readiness when creating 
program expectations. Several countries in Europe have made efforts to adjust their educational 
programs for academic readiness, including Austria, a country that has structured its pre-primary 
education in mixed age-group classes called Schuleingang, which are based on developmental age, 
rather than physical age (CIDREE/DVO, 2007). Success in these programs highlights the benefits of 
adjusting for academic readiness in early childhood education (CIDREE/DVO, 2007).  
Concerns Regarding the Loss of Creativity in Young Children with Limited Play 
In addition to social-emotional concerns, and developmental readiness, the depth of creativity 
in young children who have attended heavily academic programs is also at risk. Jane Healy (2004) 
reported that children between the ages of 4 and 6-years-old who attend didactic programs were often 
less creative than their play-based peers. With creativity being placed among the top four skills for 21st 
century learners by the United Nations (Scott, 2015), cultivating creativity through play-based systems is 
a relevant consideration for early childhood education.  
Concerns Regarding Behaviour in Young Children with Limited Play 
Smirnov and Gudareva (2004), in a study comparing child behaviours, noted that children in the 
1940’s behaved with a higher level of self-regulation and followed directions better than children of 
comparable age today. They continued on, sharing that 7-year old children today act in a similar fashion 
to 4-year old children in the 1940’s, attributing this difference in behaviour to the quantity and quality of 
play. This dramatic shift in behavior and self-regulation likely extends to learning behaviors as well. 
Children require play, and can be disadvantaged without it (Whitebread, 2012).  
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Benefits of Play-Based Learning in Early Childhood Education Settings 
According to the United Nations, play is a right for all children and crucial to child brain and 
language development (Britto, 2017). The Alliance for Childhood, a non-profit research and advocacy 
organization from the American state of Maryland, shares that children who attend play-based 
kindergarten programs “Have a double advantage” (Miller & Almon, 2009, p. 8) over those who attend 
more structured kindergarten programs. According to Vygotsky (1978), play is a foundational need for a 
child, and as important to holistic development as any other area. Play-based early childhood programs 
may be the solution to academic pressure (Elkind 2001, 2007; Healy, 2004; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 
2003; Vygotsky, 1978). This creates a valid argument for effectively increasing the amount of play in 
higher primary grades, rather than progressively pushing academics downward into lower grades (Stagg-
Peterson et al., 2016). 
Cognitive Development of Children in Play-Based Learning Early Childhood Education Settings 
Jane Healy suggests incorporating specific play-based programs that allow students to use self-
organizing play in order to make physical, and conceptual connections (Healy, 2004). Hirsh-Pasek and 
Golinkoff (2003) shared that play leads children from answering questions, to asking new questions. It 
develops “Versatile and supple intellectual skills” (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003, p. 215), and allows 
children to develop the ability to problem-solve. In a review of Vygotskian approaches, Bodrova (2008) 
highlights imagination and role play as being the center of a child’s development of abstract and 
symbolic thinking.  Using dramatic role-play has the ability to raise children’s mental functions, and 
develop their ability to act with intentionality, for instance, to self-regulate (Bodrova, 2008; Vygotsky, 
1978). Using non-literal, imaginative pay, children rely on their own thoughts and ideas to guide their 
play, allowing them to deepen their cognitive abilities (Berk, 2018).  
The provision of authentic opportunities for reading and writing can also be attained in play-
based environments allowing children the time and pace to practice these meaningful skills (Bodrova, 
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2008). “Play impacts the development of early literacy by affecting oral language development, 
development of metalinguistic awareness, and the development of imagination” (Bodrova, 2008, p. 
362). Play can improve narrative and writing skills (Ward, 2016) and vocabulary development (Han et al., 
2010). Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2008) assert that play is strongly linked to early literacy skills.  
A strong math and science curricula can support student learning; however, methodology 
centered in guided play is correlated to the highest positive impact for learning math and science 
(Hassinger-Das et al., 2018). The drilling of facts and additional assessment time did not prove to be 
effective strategies for children when learning math concepts (Hassinger-Das et al., 2018). In a study of 
over 320 kindergarten students, typically developing 6-year-olds who learned math concepts using play-
based methods, including number-based card and board games, displayed higher levels of ability than 
those who learned math concepts using a didactic approach (Vogt et al., 2018). Children in free-play 
settings regularly develop patterning, magnitude, and number sense, making it an enjoyable way to gain 
understanding in math (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2008). “Play is a way of building and shaping the 
architecture of the brain in a very unique way. We know that imagining and imitating are really complex 
cognitive processes” (Barblette, 2010, pp. 3-4). 
Physical Development of Children in Play-Based Learning Early Childhood Education Settings 
Both physical and mental wellness are crucial markers for a child’s overall academic readiness 
(Kagan & Kauerz, 2006). Children develop a variety of physical skills on their own natural timeline 
(Connell & McCarthy, 2014). Areas of physical development include, but are not limited to, eyesight, the 
integration of primitive reflexes, executive functioning, self-regulation, coordination, and both gross and 
fine motor development (Bodrova, 2008; Connell & McCarthy, 2014; Haas et al., 2016; Healy, 2004). 
During play, children have the freedom and time to develop required physical skills through natural 
interest and choice (Elkind, 2001, 2007; Healy 2004; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003). Play is seen, by 
Sandberg and Heden (2011, p 318), as “extra important” for children between 5 and 10 years old as they 
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are developing intricate skills during this time. Eye strength, for example, is best developed by 
experiencing varied distance viewpoints, which can be easily accomplished in both indoor and outdoor 
play environments (Connell & McCarthy, 2014; Healy, 2004). A young child uses all of their senses to 
learn about their world (Connell & McCarthy, 2014). Children collect sensory data, which is then carried 
to the brain, allowing children to form understandings about their world (Connell & McCarthy, 2014). 
Jane Healy (2004, p. 62) teaches that “Because of immaturity in parietal lobe areas that connect sight, 
sound, touch, and body awareness, it is difficult for young children to combine processes from more 
than one modality”, adding value to sensorial activities that allow children to easily develop a variety of 
sensory skills. Connell and McCarthy (2014, p. 256) state that “The progression from mud pies and 
monkey bars to textbooks and test scores is a gradual one”, and suggest that the maximum amount of 
possible time be allocated for children’s play even into primary school to best allow each individual child 
to develop at the pace of their natural timeline (Connell & McCarthy, 2014; Kagan & Kauerz, 2006).  
Social/Emotional Development of Children in Play-Based Learning Settings 
The benefits of play-based learning stretch beyond brain and physical development, offering 
long-lasting, positive social and emotional development in children. Children who attend play-based 
programs have less anxiety and more creativity than their peers (Healy, 2004). Social interaction and 
cooperation improve in children who receive sufficient amounts of play (Ward, 2016). Miller and Almon 
(2009, p. 45) state that, “Students who went to playful preschools had significantly fewer felony arrests 
and fewer years of special education for emotional impairment than similar students who went to a 
didactic, scripted-teaching preschool”.  
In play-based settings, children have the opportunity to play games. Games require 
collaboration and turn taking, and a mature understanding of social roles and relationships (Haas et al., 
2016). Elkind (2007), describes game play as providing children with the ability to follow rules, negotiate, 
develop independence by deciding who, what, and how long they’d like to play. Children in play-based 
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settings have the freedom to invent their own games, and build on less advanced forms of play, such as 
symbolic play (Elkind, 2007). When playing games in a classroom setting, children bond, navigate 
relationships, and begin to respect each other; a classroom democracy begins to develop, with minimal 
guidance from adults (Haas et al., 2016).  
In an environment where play is encouraged and where children can engage in challenging and 
creative ways, the classroom becomes a unified group, where autonomy and group identity are able to 
thrive (Haas et al., 2016). Based on research findings, the statement can be made that play-based 
learning has positive effects on social and emotional development, allows children to develop physical 
skills, and improves brain function, ensuring deeper cognitive development. “Children who play together 
learn to work together” (Singer et al., 2006, p. 2). 
Kindergarten in Hong Kong 
In Hong Kong kindergartens, children between the ages of 3 and 6 begin their educational 
journey in privately-owned, formal kindergarten settings. They begin at age 3 in kindergarten I, moving 
into kindergarten II, and ending in kindergarten III, usually at age 5 or 6 (HKGOV, 2017). The Hong Kong 
Education Bureau has made efforts to adopt play-based practice in their kindergartens; however, even 
after 36 years, ‘Conservative teaching practices” have been “perpetuated” (Cheng, 2000, p. 27).  
For example, in a comparison study of German kindergarten children and Hong Kong 
kindergarten children, Wu (2013) found that Hong Kong Chinese children chose dramatic play less often 
than German children and were unable to shift their dramatic play away from the literal interpretation 
of the use of various role-play items. Bodrova (2008), shared that role-playing using only realistic props 
limits children’s depth of imagination and hinders their creative depth. The Hong Kong kindergarteners’ 
limited creativity was labeled a “play pattern anomaly” (Wu, 2013, p. 63) and was attributed to Hong 
Kong kindergartener’s play “Containing fewer social and cognitive components” (Wu, 2013, p. 55) than 
German children. Hong Kong children more regularly chose parallel play, and German children chose 
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deeper dramatic play (Wu, 2013). Hong Kong children also began to play constructive games with rules 
at a later age than German children, who progressed to more functional play at a much faster rate (Wu, 
2013). Wu (2013) concluded that “The insufficiency of Chinese children’s play complexity may be 
partially explained by the inappropriate length of time available for play and play provision” (p.62).  
In addition to the Hong Kong children’s challenges with creative depth as noted by Wu (2013), 
according to Leung (2010), parents in Hong Kong are also regularly concerned with their children’s social 
skills, claiming their children are too shy, dependent on adults, and carry anxiety. Leung (2010) 
continues on, sharing that play is a strong way to gain both cognitive and social competence. She notes 
that though play is becoming increasingly accepted by parents, it is not always a popular educational 
choice for parents in the Hong Kong context, sharing the concern that “Play and a playful environment 
[will] divert children’s attention from serious study” (Leung, 2010, p.537). This understanding of the 
view of play explains a possible connection between some Hong Kong children’s social skills and their 
opportunities for play (Leung, 2010). These studies shared by Wu (2013), and Leung (2010), offer 
information regarding ways that Hong Kong children might benefit from increased play-based learning in 
their classrooms.  
The challenges in Hong Kong’s kindergarten education system have been attributed to several 
influential factors: first a lack of adequate teacher training, professional development has resulted in a 
lack of confidence in teachers’ application of play-based learning (Cheng, 2010; Fung & Cheng, 2012; 
Yin-Mei, 2005). Second, the lack of clarity in Hong Kong’s kindergarten educational framework is also 
concerning, as well as the expectation that schools create their own specific learning outcomes. The 
framework may be a contributing factor to teachers’ challenges when implementing play-based learning 
(Drew & Mackie, 2011; Fung & Cheng, 2012; HKGOV, 2006, 2017; Lee, 2001; Nicolopoulou, 2010; 
Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). Third, financial pressure, derived from a privately funded kindergarten 
system, resulted in high levels of competition between kindergartens and left principals trying to 
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impress prospective parents by developing a program that produced high academic outcomes (Fiore, 
2012; Fung & Cheng, 2012). Principals then had to pressure their teachers to push their pupils towards 
academic success regardless of age or developmental ability (Fiore, 2012; Fung & Cheng, 2012). Finally, 
parent education, which might help educate families on the importance of play and the potential 
negatives of maintaining an academic approach in early childhood education, is lacking in Hong Kong 
(Fung & Cheng, 2012; Leung, 2010; Park, 2011).  
This combination of challenges “Can lead to decisions that promote direct instruction over 
exploration and discovery” (Skolnick-Weisberg & Zosh, 2018, p. 28), and may all be contributing factors 
to Hong Kong’s difficulty in implementing play-based learning in childcare and kindergarten programs.  
Teachers have also faced challenges in creating a child-centered, play-based program (Cheng, 
2000, 2010; Fung & Cheng, 2012). Balancing child-directed play (which includes elements of choice and a 
well-designed environment for the imagination) with academics, is an important consideration for early 
childhood educators (Fleer, 2010; Stagg-Peterson et al., 2016). The educational practices in Hong Kong 
kindergartens prior to 2017, preserved a primarily didactic approach, despite efforts to adopt a more 
informal, play-based approach (Fung & Cheng, 2012).  
Research on the effectiveness of the 2017 educational reforms in Hong Kong may benefit kindergartens. 
Local teachers in Hong Kong will have the opportunity to give feedback on their experiences, comparing 
previous funding, professional development and curriculum arrangements with those implemented in 
August of 2017. The teacher feedback may also inform the Hong Kong Education Bureau of the reforms’ 
effectiveness and influence further steps toward the effective implementation of play-based learning in 
Hong Kong.  
The Disconnections Theory Framework 
Despite effort and educational reforms, Hong Kong kindergarten students continue to be exposed to 
challenging levels of didactic work, particularly in their later years of kindergarten, as students are 
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prepared for grade 1 (Ho, 2008). The challenges to Hong Kong kindergartens’ implementation of play-
based learning are intricately layered and include a variety of components, making them difficult to 
solve. Allan Walker first proposed his Disconnections Theory in a keynote address entitled: Divided they 
stand, united they fall: Reform disconnection in Hong Kong (Walker, 2004). His theory sheds light on 
many of the hurdles to achieving educational change in Hong Kong (Walker, 2004, 2010). His theory can 
be used in a variety of contexts, but perhaps will be most meaningful when used to explore educational 
reform in countries influenced by the Confucian Heritage Culture. By viewing Hong Kong’s early 
childhood education system under the lens of each of the five disconnections, it may be possible to gain 
understanding as to why change has been so elusive to Hong Kong’s kindergarten system and may allow 
for a shift in thinking to facilitate further change. Walker’s Disconnections Theory (2004, 2010; Walker & 
Qian, 2012) includes the following five summarized disconnections:  
1. Intellectual disconnection “Refers to the disconnection between purpose, thrust, and content 
both within and between different reforms” (Walker & Qian, 2012, p. 169; Walker, 2004, 2010). 
2. “Intellectual disconnections can be further broken down into disconnections of coherence and 
of consistency” (Walker & Qian, 2012, p.169). Coherence refers to how each reform is 
connected to the others and whether or not all reform suggestions are connected, and in which 
ways. Consistency refers to the message of each reform and their intended interpretation.  
3. The political disconnection “Refers to the disconnection between reforms and the broader 
governance and political structures that underpin the order of the [Hong Kong] education 
system” (Walker and Qian, 2012, p. 171). 
4. Cultural disconnection refers to the “Disconnection between what reforms demand and the 
cultural realities of leading and teaching in schools” (Walker & Qian, 2012, p. 172). 
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5. Communicative disconnection refers to “Deficiencies in how reforms and their outcomes are 
explained, communicated, and sold within and outside the education community” (Walker & 
Qian, 2012, pp. 173-174). 
By applying the lens of these disconnections to recent educational reforms, it is possible to 
understand some of the reasons for the long-standing struggle to implement of play-based learning in 
Hong Kong kindergartens. It may even be possible to recognize areas where practical and efficient 
changes might be beneficial to successfully bring about further reforms that the Hong Kong Education 
Bureau may have been working toward. Walker (2004, 2010), theorized in his disconnection framework, 
that disconnections between organizational concepts and practices can often create hurdles when 
implementing educational reforms. Though many types of organizational challenges can indicate more 
than one disconnection, the severity of each disconnection may vary. The following section offers 
specific examples of organizational disconnections that can often be found in the Hong Kong 
kindergarten system. 
1. Instrumental Disconnection: Teacher Training and Mentor Support 
The first of the disconnections, the instrumental disconnection, relates to the practical and 
tangible elements of any educational reform (Walker, 2004, 2010). Is there enough physical space in the 
classroom? Are classes a manageable size? Is there enough money for the required resources? Have 
teachers been trained and show understanding of their requirements? If the answer to any of the above 
questions is no, it would indicate an instrumental disconnection. An instrumental concern that continues 
to be problematic for Hong Kong teachers is the amount of training that they have taken or received 
(Wong & Rao, 2015). Though kindergarten teacher education is improving in Hong Kong, years of 
undertraining has likely limited the amount of effective play-based learning in kindergarten classrooms 
(Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019; Fung & Cheng 2012; Lau & Cheng, 2016). Three separate studies all found 
that professional development and effective job training were integral to the perceived success of an 
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organizational reform (Hite, 2015; Liane, 2009). These findings reiterate the need for early childhood 
teachers in Hong Kong to receive quality mentorship.  
Training. 
Becoming an educator who is also a “Master of play” (Hewes, 2006, p. 6) is a rare skill that 
should not be underappreciated. Early childhood educators in Hong Kong can often be torn between 
child-centered, play-based pedagogy, and pressure to push children to achieve increasingly high 
academic outcomes (Fiore, 2012). This can cause teachers to place less focus on developing their own 
abilities to scaffold and teach using play (Fiore, 2012; Nicolopoulou, 2010). Some teachers have difficulty 
transitioning between a traditional top-down teacher approach and play-based learning, often 
incorporating play only after children complete didactic table tasks (Cheng, 2000; Nicolopoulou, 2010). 
This may be due in part to a lack of conceptual understanding of play-based learning strategies that they 
can implement, leaving teachers unable to combine the two pedagogies (Cheng, 2000). In Hong Kong, 
play is often used as a reward to be granted after academic tasks or work, is finished (Wu, 2013); 
however, a play-based approach would counter that, saying “If the feeling of actively moving toward a 
goal is what we call work, then play is the work of children” (Mraz et al., 2016, p. 8). This would allow 
young learners opportunities to work toward necessary skills by playing (Mraz et al., 2016). Yuen (2005, 
p. 301) shares her opinion that didactic education is “Suffocating the creative intellect of young 
children”. Cheng (2000) asserts that without a deep understanding of play theory it is difficult for a 
teacher to put the pedagogy into context; and therefore, into practice. Based on the research findings 
from Wu (2013), Fung and Cheng (2012), Hong Kong teachers have not likely received enough training in 
play-based instruction strategies and theory to successfully limit didactic instruction and replace it with 
play-based learning.  
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Quality of Education, Mentorship, and Collaboration. 
Cheng (2010), identified that many teachers lack playfulness, flexibility and the skill required to 
unite play with learning outcomes. She continued, noting that learning through play can be fragile and 
can be missed or lost easily, particularly by teachers who are not sure of what to do (Cheng, 2010). The 
reasons for this lack of competency are layered. In-field mentorship between experienced and new 
kindergarten teachers can sometimes be ineffectual, due to the fact that the newly implemented 
education requirements for early childhood teachers were not extended to already employed teachers 
(Yuen, 2005). This created a system in which the more experienced teachers were less knowledgeable 
about play-based learning but more influential regarding grade-level practices than the better-trained, 
new teachers (Yuen, 2005). New teachers were likely to defer to the more experienced teachers who 
may have encouraged them to continue to adhere to strategies familiar to them, consequently the Hong 
Kong kindergarten system has maintained the use of didactic instruction rather than exploring new 
methods (Yuen, 2005). Cheng (2010, p. 71) asserts that “The teaching and learning of literacy and 
numeracy of young children in Hong Kong have not changed, despite the call for teaching reforms”. 
Despite these challenges, Hong Kong kindergarten teachers have demonstrated an increased 
willingness to include elements of play in their classrooms by incorporating play times and more playful 
instruction (Cheng, 2000, 2010; Fung & Cheng, 2012).  Academic activities previously taught didactically 
are being taught in a ‘fun’ manner labeled as play by teachers and administrators (Fung & Cheng, 2012). 
Free play in the classroom is also used routinely as a reward for completing less-engaging tasks, such as 
worksheets (Wu, 2013). As children complete their ‘work’, teachers allow them to spend the remaining 
amount of time allocated to that activity, to play in designated corners (Wu, 2013). There are also 
teachers who opt to use play as a positive reinforcement for behavior (Cheng, 2010). Some teachers 
approach play with minimal plans and hopes that children will gain specific knowledge independently, 
offering exclusively unstructured play, with no academic pre-literacy or pre-numeracy engagements 
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(Cheng, 2000). Other teachers attempt to force children into prescribed play scenarios using items or 
materials that the teachers see as being of interest to the children, effectively minimalizing student 
choice (Cheng, 2000). Fung and Cheng (2012) noted that overall, teachers are not comfortable with or 
knowledgeable about using non-didactic educational styles.  
New Reforms in Professional Development. 
Generally, there have been limited opportunities for Hong Kong kindergarten teachers to pursue 
professional development due to cost and time, leaving them without the opportunity to collaborate 
and discuss methodologies in a non-pressured setting (Cheng, 2000; HKGOV, 2018a). Bubikova-Moan et 
al. (2019), suggest that targeted professional development is integral to the implementation of play-
based learning in classrooms. However, the Hong Kong board of Education is working toward a solution. 
In addition to the aforementioned increases in Early Childhood Qualified Teacher training for pre-service 
teachers (HKEdU, 2019), the Hong Kong Education Bureau has begun to offer teachers financial support 
to pursue professional development if they are already employed (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b). Kindergarten 
administrators are required to provide their teachers with 60 hours of professional development 
training over the course of 3 years (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b). In addition, personal professional 
development is available. Using the online Educational Bureau Training Calendar, teachers can search 
and find offered professional development workshops and apply to attend (HKGOV 2018a, 2019b).  
A second online platform provided by the Hong Kong Education Bureau’s professional 
development committee, T-Surf (T-Surf, 2019), allows teachers to sign up for professional development 
workshops as well as to find approved online courses and programs and apply to take them. Once a 
teacher has completed an online program or a workshop, they can ask their principal to apply on their 
behalf for a ‘Course Fee Refund for Teachers’ for up to 2000 Hong Kong Dollars (approximately 150 
Canadian Dollars) (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b). Observing and measuring the efficiency and effectiveness of 
this additional professional development over time, will be a strong predictor in whether the 
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instrumental disconnection of insufficient teacher training will continue to act as a hurdle for effective 
play-based learning (Cheng, 2010; HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b).   
2. Intellectual Disconnection: Curriculum Design and Implementation 
According to Allan Walker’s Disconnections Theory (2004, 2010), intellectual disconnections are 
trademarked by two separate indicators: Coherence and Consistency. Coherence recognizes the degree 
to which different reforms are linked to one another. Consistency refers to degree to which an individual 
reform is open to interpretation. In the context of Hong Kong’s reforms, the new curriculum guide 
document (HKGOV, 2017) is a prime example of an inconsistent intellectual disconnection. When 
comparing the 2006 document with the 2017, improvements are easily identified; however, despite 
clarifications, interpretation of the document, and of developmentally appropriate practices, continues 
to be controversial (HKGOV, 2017). 
The 2006 Kindergarten Curriculum Guide. 
In 2006, a new pre-primary curriculum guide was developed by the Hong Kong government 
(HKGOV, 2006a). The guide went into depth regarding the hoped-for incorporation of play-based 
pedagogy in Hong Kong kindergartens (HKGOV, 2006a). With new teachers coming into the field with 
better training, the development of a strong play-based pedagogy was assumed to be within reach 
(Leung, 2010). For multiple reasons; however, implementing play-based learning continued to be a 
challenge for Hong Kong kindergarten teachers. The curriculum guide lacked the consistency needed for 
obvious interpretation, which increased confusion rather than clarity (HKGOV, 2006a).  
Ambiguity of the 2006 Document. 
An analysis of the wording found in the 2006 curriculum document is a clear example of 
intellectual disconnection. The 2006 Pre-Primary curriculum guide was broken down into six areas of 
study: Physical Fitness and Health, Language, Early Mathematics, Science and Technology, Self and 
Society, and Arts (HKGOV, 2006a). These subject areas, in and of themselves, are similar to many early 
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childhood curricula across the globe. However, the expectations under each category were written as 
teacher expectations, in the form of “teacher will” statements, rather than student outcomes, 
behaviours, and achievements (HKGOV, 2006a). For instance, under the ‘Language’ expectations, 
teachers were required to teach children to “Master preliminary reading techniques” (HKGOV, 2006a, p. 
28). With no guidance as to what preliminary reading techniques were required and for which group of 
children, this teacher expectation was ambiguous. Similarly, the teacher expectation that “Teachers 
should provide children with quality books, suitable for age, ability, and experience, and books provided 
for children can be either purchased or produced by teachers themselves (HKGOV, 2006a, p. 28).” This 
expectation was likely overwhelming for a teacher who may not have been aware of suitable reading 
abilities for 3-year-old children, compared to those of 5-year-old or even 7-year-old children. In addition, 
the expectation explicitly states that the teacher is required to provide books for the children in their 
class, likely adding pressure to kindergarten teachers who did not have enough financial standing to 
supply enough books to teach reading effectively (Fung & Cheng, 2012). Teachers, particularly new 
teachers, can lack basic skills, which they learn gradually throughout their teaching experience (Lee, 
2001). Due to the ambiguous expectations from the 2006 kindergarten curriculum guideline document, 
as well as limited experience, new teachers may have felt pressure to rush reading instruction in their 
classroom, which can lead to learning gaps and limited pre-reading foundations  (Elkind, 2001; Fiore, 
2012; Fung & Cheng, 2012; Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). 
Creating Their Own Outcomes in 2006. 
Because Hong Kong kindergartens were historically members of private enterprise, the Hong 
Kong Government did not impose specific academic expectations onto kindergartens but allowed each 
school to create their own curriculum expectations for each grade (HKGOV, 2006a). Though 
kindergartens were encouraged to design their curriculum around the Guide to the Pre-Primary 
Curriculum (HKGOV, 2006a), following the guide directly was merely a suggestion from the Hong Kong 
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Education Bureau, rather than being a requirement (Wong & Rao, 2015). During this time, kindergarten 
teachers may have been torn between incorporating play-based learning and following administrative 
demands to meet specific academic outcomes (Fiore, 2012). Leaving play-based learning expectations 
undefined allowed Hong Kong kindergarten administrators to interpret curriculum outcomes to suit 
their needs. With each kindergarten’s financial dependency on parent approval, it was natural for Hong 
Kong kindergartens to design impressive programs which often included inappropriately high learning 
expectations (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Leung, 2010; Nicolopoulou, 2010). 
The 2017 Kindergarten Curriculum Guide. 
In 2017, the Hong Kong Government produced a new curriculum guide, The Kindergarten 
Education Curriculum Guide: Joyful Learning Through Play, Balanced Development All the Way (HKGOV, 
2017). This new guide contained significant alterations which addressed some of the ambiguity found in 
the previous curriculum guide (HKGOV, 2006a, 2017). It also included several similarities to the 2006 
guide, for example, the inclusion of six learning areas (HKGOV, 2017). Some of these subject titles are 
the same as the 2006 version, whereas others have been updated, offering clarity and less academic, 
more accessible terminology (HKGOV, 2017). Physical Fitness and Health, Language, Early Childhood 
Mathematics, Nature and Living, Self and Society and Arts and Creativity (HKGOV, 2017). The simple 
addition of the word “Childhood” to the “Early Mathematics” subject heading in the 2017 curriculum 
guide, alters the mindset of the reader to recognize that the expectations should be designed for the 
youngest of learners, rather than simply entry-level mathematics (HKGOV, 2006a, 2017, pp. 18-19). 
Substituting “Science and Technology” with “Nature and Living” offers a softer, and more relevant 
description of what acceptable expectations for the study of science at the kindergarten level may be 
(HKGOV, 2006a, 2017, pp. 18-19). This change of wording may help promote outdoor activities and 
natural exploration in a culture that historically prefers children to avoid getting messy (Hirsh-Pasek & 
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Golinkoff, 2003), and where children are overprotected due to environmental hazards and concerns 
such as poor air quality, messy play, or predators (Veitch et al., 2006).  
Steps to Clarify the Role of the Teacher in the 2017 Kindergarten Curriculum Guide. 
The 2017 Curriculum Guide removed the “teacher will” statements throughout the document, 
and instead offered suggested outcomes for what kindergarten children should be able to do. For 
example, under the subject of ‘Physical Fitness and Health’, the 2017 guide includes the specific 
outcomes for children to “Develop basic skills and movements such as walking, running, jumping, 
crawling, balancing and throwing” (HKGOV, 2017, p. 34). These types of suggestions are included for all 
subject areas (HKGOV, 2017). The 2017 guide also incorporates tips for teachers in an attempt to 
promote more playful instruction including: “Mechanical copying, recitation or memorization of learning 
content does not benefit children’s English language development“ (HKGOV, 2017, p. 43). The 
expectations for teachers in the 2017 document are a more appropriate representation of what a 
teacher should be held accountable for, including understanding the curriculum, being a positive role-
model for children, giving timely and positive feedback, and participating in professional development 
(HKGOV, 2017).  
Creating Their Own Outcomes in 2017. 
There are many positive improvements in the new 2017 kindergarten curriculum guide that 
offer clarity for both teachers and administrators. It is interesting to note; however, that despite the 
creation of a curriculum guide that aims to increase the amount of play-based learning happening in 
kindergarten classrooms, the guide continues to serve as only a suggestion, and not a requirement for 
kindergartens to adopt. Schools continue to be encouraged to create their own student learning 
expectations for each grade level (HKGOV, 2017). As schools are ultimately funded based on student 
enrollment even after the incorporation of the Free Kindergarten Scheme, the competition for students 
may remain high (Cremer, 2018). Teachers and principals may continue to receive pressure from parents 
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concerned with academic outcomes and feel that the implementation of play-based learning may lead 
to objections, causing them to shy away from the change in teaching methods (Fung & Cheng, 2012). 
Because of this, allowing kindergartens to develop their own academic expectations leaves young 
learners vulnerable to academic push-down, or the backwash effect expectations (Chan & Chan, 2003; 
Ho, 2008; Rose & Rogers, 2012). “Many kindergartens are unable to resist the downward pressures and 
have chosen to adopt inappropriately difficult and academically oriented curriculum that is more suited 
for primary classes” (Chan & Chan, 2003, p. 13). Recognizing the level of effective play-based learning in 
Hong Kong kindergartens after the implementation of a new curriculum guide may be an indicator of the 
level of intellectual disconnection still found in the Hong Kong kindergarten system.  
3. Political Disconnection: Stakeholders 
A political disconnection highlights power struggles, or an imbalance in the ideas between the 
leadership and the subservient (Walker, 2004, 2010; Walker & Qian, 2012). Many varieties of 
relationship within the realm of education may result in political disconnections; Hong Kong Education 
Bureau against individual school boards, or individual schools or teachers and their students, investors 
or parents conflicting with the school administration, principals micromanaging teachers, and even 
student-run school councils becoming overly aggressive toward the student body. Though these 
relationships can be mutually beneficial, human nature, personal opinion, and contextual challenges all 
open up the opportunity for political disconnections (Chan & Chan, 2003; Walker & Qian, 2012). In Hong 
Kong, parents have the potential to influence kindergartens’ learning expectations because their tuition 
dollars to find the school (Chan & Chan, 2003). Consequently, principals, wanting to satisfy said parents, 
may pressure teachers to guarantee program outcomes that are not always developmentally 
appropriate (Chan & Chan 2003; Fiore, 2012; Fung & Cheng, 2012). This parent-principal dynamic has 
the potential to become a political disconnection if pressure is applied by either parents or 
administration that would affect what is happening in the school or classroom (Walker, 2004, 2010). The 
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Hong Kong government has become more sensitive to the needs of their youngest citizens. The Free 
Kindergarten Scheme is an attempt to limit parent pressure by removing parents’ possible sense of 
ownership of the kindergartens due to their previously direct provision of funding for the school 
(Cremer, 2016; Pearson & Rao, 2006).The newly implemented Free Kindergarten Scheme, has the 
potential to minimize or negate this particular political disconnection.  
Parents. 
Parent support is integral to a child’s overall well-being. Positive parent involvement in school is 
an early predictor of academic success (Carthum, 1987) and should be seen as “essential” in order to 
maximize a child’s education (Harvey, 1991, p. 93).  Though Hong Kong parents tend to be highly 
supportive of their children overall, most parents hold high expectations for their children’s academic 
growth. Many subscribe to the belief that play is detrimental to their children’s academic development 
(Leung, 2010), and revere self-regulated traits in their children including diligence, concentration, and 
the ability to endure hardships (Lin et al., 2019).  
  It cannot be said, however, that Hong Kong parents do not have any appreciation for play. Fung 
and Cheng (2012) note that many parents, particularly those who are better educated, hold positive 
outlooks on learning through play and a play-based educational approach (Delvet et al., 2009; Lin & Li, 
2018). A recent shift away from traditional values has brought about a more child-centered view to 
parenting, and some contemporary parents are interested in lifting academic pressure in favour of a fun 
and enjoyable education (Lin et al., 2019; Lin & Li, 2018). Many Hong Kong parents are noted to accept 
and appreciate the EduPlay model (Roa & Li, 2009), where academics are taught in a playful manner, 
finding a reasonable dichotomy between play and learning (Lin et al., 2019). In contrast to these positive 
outlooks; however, parents question the amount of reading, writing, and numeracy that can be learned 
in a play-based environment, and prefer the measurability of didactic programs (Fung & Cheng, 2012).  
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In a competitive culture that is founded in the belief that hard work will reap reward, parents 
often see the success of their children as an indicator of their own success as parents. Elkind (2001, pp. 
40-41) believes that parents feel pressure to prove their own parenting abilities by producing talented 
children and may; therefore, use their child’s high academic performance or other performance 
achievements as a form of “bragging rights” within their communities. Many children are not only 
pressured to succeed academically in school, but parents also feel that extracurricular activities are 
advantageous to their child’s future (Lau & Cheng, 2016). Due to this pressure, childhood is not seen as a 
chance to be silly, playful, or messy, but rather as the foundation for adulthood, and parents often feel 
forced to ensure their children to grow up quickly, and demonstrate the makings of little adults (Elkind, 
2001; Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003). “Parents are now seen as the designers of children’s intelligence 
and capabilities” (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2003, p. 249). With Hong Kong parents feeling the need to 
produce successful children, it is understandable that many parents resist the less-familiar play-based 
learning. Many Hong Kong parents feel that play in school might be suitable for children in lower levels 
of kindergarten (ages 2-3 and 3-4); however, as children move closer to primary school (ages 4-5 and 5-
6), they prefer a more academic timetable (Fung & Cheng, 2012). Lam et al. (2002), noted that Hong 
Kong parents commonly request homework and want to be directly involved in their child’s educational 
journey. Parents also desire acceptance for their children into high-performing elementary schools and 
without an understanding of the benefits of play-based learning, may pressure kindergarten 
administrators into encouraging an unnaturally high academic output for their children (Chan & Chan, 
2003). Hong Kong parents appear to lack confidence in the benefits and outcomes of learning through 
play (Lau & Cheng, 2016).  
Therefore, to successfully adopt a supported play-based environment, a change in parents’ 
beliefs may be required for teachers and administrators to feel comfortable incorporating play-based 
learning into their kindergartens and classrooms (Fung & Cheng, 2012). Parents require convincing that 
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the benefits of play-based education systems are lasting, and that there can be negative impact on a 
child’s development when placed in didactic learning environments too early (Elkind, 2001; Fung & 
Cheng, 2012; Hirsh-Pasek, 2003; Miller & Almon, 2009).  
As stated, the incorporation of the Free Kindergarten Scheme attempts to soften the pressure 
and demands from parents as they are no longer able to use their money to influence schools directly. 
Unfortunately, regardless of who is making the payment, parents will still want the best for their child 
and could continue to see academic performance as an indicator of a good or bad school (Nguyen et al., 
2006; Pearson & Rao, 2006) As kindergartens continue to receive funding on an enrollment basis and 
parents will still competitively seek entry into the schools deemed “the best” by public opinion, 
principals will likely continue to feel pressure to maintain enrollment by pleasing parents. Consequently, 
the political disconnection of parent influence on school focus may remain unchanged. Time and 
observation will indicate if play-based learning is able to flourish with the Free Kindergarten Scheme and 
if the political disconnections is bridged.  
Principals. 
The dynamic between parents and administrators is not the only political disconnection that can 
be identified in the kindergarten system. Principals, pressured to ensure their school is seen as being 
‘impressive’ can in turn pressure teachers to guide their students to inappropriately high academic 
expectations (Fung & Cheng, 2012). In Hong Kong, some principals doubt their teachers’ abilities to 
provide the best educational services for their students (Fung & Cheng, 2012). Due to high numbers of 
students in each class, and physical limitations (classroom space) in the crowded city of Hong Kong, 
principals admit that teachers are faced with hurdles within their school contexts. These hurdles effect 
the implementation of play-based learning (Fung & Cheng, 2012). The largest challenge for kindergarten 
teachers, according to principals, is the pressure to ensure the smooth operation and academic 
outcomes of the school (Fung & Cheng, 2012). In a study by Yang and Li (2018), it was found that some 
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principals are concerned with ensuring that their students are ready for life and for their future, which 
includes academic practices such as, daily Chinese character writing. Kindergarten teachers have 
increasing amounts of pressure placed on them to attain specific academic outcomes from all students, 
despite individual child readiness (Fiore, 2012). Principals, feeling their own pressure from financial 
stakeholders, including parents, assign high academic expectations to their teachers (Fung & Cheng, 
2012). Hong Kong parents, wanting “serious study” for their children, often select schools that have high 
rankings, and success rates (Leung, 2010, p. 535) which perpetuates the competitive dynamic and the 
fight for funds. Teachers who fail to meet expectations can be faced with punitive consequences, 
causing job security to factor into a teacher’s educational pedagogy (Fiore, 2012).  
According to Healy (2004), children maintain a natural timeline for readiness and development. 
When an adult imposes their benchmark timeline onto children, they run the risk of distorting a child’s 
natural timeline (Connell & McCarthy, 2014; Healy, 2004). In a season of a child’s life when development 
is sporadic, the stress of performance expectations may prevent teachers from feeling the freedom and 
confidence to adopt play-based classrooms. In the Participation of Stakeholders in School Administration 
Realization of the Spirit of School-based Management document (HKGOV, 2016), the Hong Kong 
Education Bureau clearly identifies teachers as stakeholders who can “Share their experiences in and 
advise on curriculum development”, and “provide professional expertise for the improvement of 
student learning” (p. 1).  
For this reason, it is also imperative that principals hold strong pedagogical knowledge and 
appreciation for play-based learning themselves, opening up a teacher-principal dialogue to better the 
programs in place. Without strong leadership and a set pedagogy, the likelihood of political 
disconnection is likely to continue (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2018b, 2019a). 
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4. Cultural Disconnections: Confucian Heritage Culture 
One of the largest factors that appears to have influenced the integration of play-based learning in Hong 
Kong kindergartens is the Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) (Cheng, 2015, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2006). 
Founded in the historic teachings of Confucius, trademark behaviours, beliefs, and values can be found 
throughout many Asian countries (Ames, 2010; Luk, 1991; Park, 2011). Regarding education, the belief 
that diligent hard work is to be valued and play is lazy, has a direct influence on the comfort that parents 
feel in placing their children in play-based programs. “Play was seen as the antithesis of formal 
education, even in early childhood” (Lin, Li, & Yang, 2019, p. 84) thereby making play-based learning 
antithetical to more formal teaching strategies. The cultural disconnection in Hong Kong affecting the 
education system is, perhaps, the most deeply embedded in the daily way of life, causing a layered, 
intricate, and personal challenge for the country. However, Ho (2020), also counters, with their 
understanding that the beliefs in the Confucian Heritage Culture may not hold as much influence as 
previously thought. It is therefore important to recognize the Hong Kong context on a holistic level. 
Having an understanding of the beliefs and values of the CHC can help with the overall understanding of 
the Hong Kong kindergarten system. The CHC carries five foundational beliefs, identified by Hofstede 
and Hofstede (2005), and expanded on by Nguyen and coauthors (2006). These dimensions can be so 
deeply engrained in the culture that some CHC members simply accept them as personality traits about 
themselves, rather than a societal viewpoint (Nguyen et al., 2006). Nguyen and coauthors (2006), 
describe each of the pillars, which offer a strong perspective on the CHC’s influence on the evolution of 
education, early childhood, and play-based learning.  
Dimension 1: Power Distance. 
Those in less powerful positions both expect and accept unequal distributions of power (Nguyen 
et al., 2006, p. 4).  Confucius taught that society depends on a variety of unequal relationships including 
teachers and students. Teachers must be in charge and students must follow. Play-based learning, being 
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based on student choice and autonomy, indicates the first of several possible cultural disconnections 
that may have influenced the incorporation of play-based learning in Hong Kong.  
Dimension 2: Individualism – Collectivism. 
Many CHC countries fall very high on the Individualism side of the Individualism-collectivism 
spectrum, underscoring the competitive nature of students and parents in CHC countries (Nguyen et al., 
2006, p. 6). Students can struggle with cooperative learning, preferring to be ‘the best’ or ‘on top’. Play-
based learning allows students to develop social skills while in a state of play; however, as students 
often prefer to work toward their personal academic goals and highlight their individual successes, 
strong modeling and character education would be required by the teachers, to instill cooperative 
learning strategies in their students (Aras, 2015; Nguyen et al., 2006; Wu, 2013). Because cooperative 
learning is not as valued as personal success by both parents and students, this could be another cultural 
disconnection that hinders the incorporation of play-based learning, particularly if group play and 
learning is not modelled well.  
Dimension 3: Masculinity-Femininity. 
Embedded in the CHC are specific expectations of behaviour based on gender (Nguyen et al., 
2006, p. 8). Men are required to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success, such as, providing 
for the family. Women are depended on for bettering the quality of life for the family, and being 
modest, tender, and concerned for those in their care. This mentality places value on men as the strong, 
protective, bread winners, and leaves women to be weak and dependent. A traditional CHC viewpoint 
regarding children includes the understanding “Having one son means having but having ten girls means 
having nothing” (Nguyen et al., 2006, p. 8). Girls are best found in the home, cleaning and cooking. 
Mixing gender roles is a controversial issue in Hong Kong, and it remains uncommon to find women in 
leadership positions (Nguyen et al., 2006). This cultural disconnection is likely one strong reason that 
early childhood educators in Hong Kong, an industry largely made up of females, were undervalued for 
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so long and why their pay has been lower than teachers in elementary schools (Nguyen et al., 2006; Yin-
Mei, 2005). 
Dimension 4: Uncertainty Avoidance.  
CHC learners tend to prefer visual and rote learning because it leaves nothing to question. It is a 
precise skill – memorize and you will succeed (Nguyen et al., 2006, p.9). Teaching critical thinking 
through inquiry is not precise. Students may enjoy it, but parents will want to know how it can be made 
more concrete, and teachers will likely be working to make classroom learning both fun and measurable, 
which may result in removing elements of ‘choice’ from the incorporated play-based learning (King, 
1986; Rao & Li, 2009). Parents and administrators who are depending on a precise formula for success 
may remove the creativity and exploration from learning (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Nguyen et al., 2006). This 
demonstrates a cultural disconnection, influencing the adoption of play-based learning in Hong Kong 
kindergartens (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
Dimension 5: Short Term vs. Long Term Orientation. 
Planning is integral to the CHC, both long and short term (Nguyen et al., 2006, p. 10). However, 
planning in this context also includes appearances. Short term orientation involves saving face, or not 
ever feeling embarrassed, by making calculated statements, and being prepared for each moment 
(Nguyen et al., 2006; Tran, 2013). Long term orientation involves preparing for life, for example; 
retirement, planning a graduation, or saving money toward a financial goal to name a few (Nguyen et 
al., 2006). Due to the requirement to save face and be prepared for every moment, administration, 
parents, and teachers may prefer to follow familiar approaches to teaching and learning. In Hong Kong, 
the appearance of failure may be embarrassing or shameful.  
CHC Teachers. 
The vast majority of kindergarten teachers in Hong Kong were raised in a didactic, teacher-led 
education system (Sandberg & Heden, 2011); and consequently, having not had these personal 
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experiences, may not naturally embrace the idea of playing alongside children, or creating play-based 
learning engagements (Sandberg & Heden, 2011). One of the most challenging factors in early childhood 
education is training skilled educators to be “masters of play” (Hewes, 2006, p. 6). Understanding how 
to offer children time, space, independence and appropriate support, requires a deep understanding of 
play theory (Hewes, 2006; Cheng, 2000). In multiple observational studies by Cheng and Fung; however, 
teachers demonstrated the understanding that play and learning are not related (Cheng, 2000, 2010; 
Fung & Cheng, 2012). There is a possibility that teaching through play might be seen as impractical to a 
Hong Kong teacher, as their own personal educational experiences are so often founded in the 
Confucian Heritage Culture (Weemaes-Lidman, 2014), which teaches that “learning is beneficial to 
human development, but play is not” (Leung, 2010, p. 537). 
 From a Confucian Heritage Culture point of view, it is expected that students approach learning 
in a serious manner (Leung, 2010). Due, perhaps, to not seeing the seriousness of play, Hong Kong 
teachers tend to place a higher emphasis on rote learning and drills than on playful and joyful learning 
experiences (Fung & Cheng, 2012). To further confuse the teacher’s, a study of the Chinese language 
reveals that the word ‘play’ is translated into the word ‘wan’ (Leung, 2010, p. 537). ‘Wan’ has two 
meanings. The first, is “Absent minded actions”, and the second is “being dense, stupid, or stubborn” 
(Leung, 2010, p. 537). For this reason, is not surprising that many Hong Kong teachers have found it 
difficult to understand play, and recognize it’s benefit not only as a vehicle for learning, but also to 
future success (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Healy, 2004; Leung, 2010).  
Blending Systems. 
The diametric division between holding Confucian Heritage Cultural beliefs and being 
encouraged to use play-based learning can cause confusion for Hong Kong teachers regarding what play, 
and child-centered learning really are and why they are valuable (Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). In a 2008 
study of Chinese Confucian Heritage Culture teachers compared to American teachers from a Western-
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European standpoint, those Chinese teachers who had more years of teacher training, were found to 
have a stronger understanding of and connection to the benefits of play-based learning, showing the 
importance of offering deeper and more continued education to early childhood educators (Wang et al., 
2008).  
Regarding the relationship between didactic and play-based teaching practices, Weemaes-
Lidman (2014, p. 13) states that there is an “Urgent need for clarifying this important yet complex 
paradigm”. Yin-Mei (2005) notes that there is potential for both strategies to have a beneficial impact on 
each other. Rao and Li (2009a, 2009b), seeing a gap in understanding, between attempted play-based 
and didactic approaches, attempted to combine the two systems by developing the concept of, 
‘Eduplay’ where academic concepts were taught in a playful, yet controlled manner. The results, after 
only a short while, did show some measurable improvement, not in academics, but in socialization skills, 
and independence; two areas which Hong Kong children immersed in exclusively academic settings 
often lack, and that Hong Kong parents are regularly concerned about (Leung, 2010). The EduPlay 
program, if not completely successful, offered children, the opportunity to develop social and emotional 
well-being (Rao & Li, 2009a).  
Societal Value. 
One cultural disconnection that, if bridged, would have the potential to influence work ethic and 
interest in the field is the societal value of child care and child care workers. Historically, early childhood 
education was viewed as a female job and carried little reverence or respect of any kind (Nguyen et al., 
2006). Traditionally, women in the CHC did not carry large amounts of perceived societal value, and 
women’s roles, including childcare, were assumed to be mindless and simple (Nguyen et al., 2006). In 
addition, the interpretation of education in Hong Kong was that anyone with a higher level of education 
could teach anyone with a lower level of education (Yin-Mei, 2005). As early childhood is ultimately the 
lowest possible level of education, the prevailing opinion of the government was that it was a task that 
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anyone could do (Yin-Mei, 2005). In a further battle highlighting the cultural standing of kindergarten 
teachers, most teachers were not empowered to be a part of legislation discussions pertaining to early 
childhood education in Hong Kong (Cheng, 2000; Yuen, 2005).  
Lee (2001), shares that new teachers spend much of their early years as teachers mastering 
classroom management, routines, procedures, and other basic teaching skills, leaving little time for 
adopting unfamiliar pedagogy. New teachers might show more confidence and ability should they be 
better resourced during pre-service teacher training (Cheng, 2000; Cheng & Stimson, 2005; Lee, 2001). 
Yuen (2005, p. 317) summarizes the concern saying, “The professional voice of early childhood 
education has been marginalized far too long”. Though there are now many positive changes occurring 
in early childhood education, and people are beginning to “Appreciate how awesome an intellectual task 
learning the basics really is for children” (Elkind, 2001, p. 127), a pre-existing negative stigma may hinder 
an early childhood teachers’ full, passionate, immersion into the role.  
Salary. 
Though cultural and societal beliefs led to the undervaluing of Hong Kong kindergarten teachers, 
their salaries indicated a tangible lack of value as well. Yin-Mei (2005) shares that in 2005, the salary for 
a kindergarten teacher was only one half of the salary that a primary or secondary teacher was earning 
in Hong Kong. Between 1982 and 2005, the government created a suggested pay-scale for kindergarten 
teachers; however, after the child tuition credits were instated in 2006, the suggested pay-scale was 
removed in order for schools to control their own finances in the highly competitive environment (Lau & 
Cheng, 2016; Wong & Rao, 2015). Zest and enthusiasm for a particular job can increase the self-efficacy 
an employee feels (Cheung et al., 2019). Low pay can make a difference in hindering higher-qualified 
teachers from working in the field, particularly when higher pay can be found in primary schools and 
even more so in secondary schools (Chan & Chan, 2003). By being underpaid for the important role they 
fill or being undervalued because they are mainly women teaching simple knowledge and tasks, early 
WHY NOT PLAY? 65 
childhood education has not been a necessarily well-recognized or respected field in Hong Kong. This 
may detract potentially strong and passionate teachers or may hinder a teachers’ desire to focus on 
personal self-efficacy (Cheung et al., 2019; Hui et al., 2015). Their beliefs about their role might be a 
hurdle in Hong Kong’s ability to adopt a thriving child-centered, play-based early childhood program by 
causing the entire field to be deemed societally unimportant and also financially unsupported. This 
disconnection between the desired outcome of early childhood education and the societal value of the 
field is one that is changing slowly with the increased levels of required education but continues to 
require time to be fully addressed. 
5. Communication Disconnection: Information Sharing  
Communication disconnection refers to the effectiveness of communication throughout an 
educational reform (Walker & Qian, 2012; Walker, 2004, 2010). Educational reforms require a great deal 
of planning before they are rolled out, but also a large amount of communicating to stakeholders to 
allow time for buy-in (Kotter, 2005, 2012). Businesses or organizations, including school boards and 
privately-run kindergartens, benefit from change leadership strategies during a large transition to 
ensure a positive adoption of the changes being made by teachers and other stakeholders (Kotter, 2005, 
2012). John Kotter (2005, 2012) developed a systematic guide to introducing changes to policy and 
practice in a business, and also highlights many reasons why change is not appreciated and is often 
criticized by stakeholders who are affected, and how to prevent this (Kotter, 2005, 2012). When 
governments make decisions on behalf of their constituents, very little, if any, of the proposed steps for 
creating change are offered. Governments make sometimes abrupt changes, and constituents either 
agree or disagree, and can either decide to follow the changed policies, or the government will find 
themselves in a situation of political dissent. The Hong Kong Education Bureau put into place several 
major educational reforms in similar fashion to a political governing body, by issuing statements and 
notices of changes that had already been decided upon (HKGOV, 2017, 2018b, 2019a).  
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According to Kotter (2005, 2012), without creating a sense of urgency and need for the changes, 
creating a powerful vision for the changes that is well communicated, it is unlikely that an organizational 
change will be adopted smoothly. Kotter (2005, 2012), has broken down this concept of clear and 
effective, step-by-step communication and support during organizational change into eight steps which 
can be used to review Hong Kong’s process of implementation their most recent educational reforms:  
1) Establish a Sense of Urgency: 
Hong Kong’s Education Bureau needed to have communicated with schools about an impending 
new curriculum document, the opportunity for increased professional development, and the benefits of 
changing the tuition scheme prior to making any of those changes. This would offer a full level of 
understanding to those affected, of the impending changes and allow teachers and other stakeholders 
to recognize the importance and benefits of these changes for Hong Kong (Kotter, 2005, 2012).  
2) Form a Powerful Guiding Coalition: 
Assembling a mixed group of participants, including teachers with varied levels of experiences 
and education levels, principals, and some parents to discuss plans for changes and receive feedback. 
This group would have also brought the information back to their schools and acted as cheerleaders for 
the school to help other teachers or staff get on board with the changes (Kotter, 2005, 2012). 
3) Creating a Vision:  
It can be assumed that The Hong Kong Education Bureau has a long-term vision for the direction 
of education in Hong Kong; however, this vision as a whole, has not been shared with schools and 
teachers other than on a need-to-know basis. Seeing and understanding a clear vision and direction can 
help to give understanding of the reasoning behind each change and can increase the level of buy-in 
(Kotter, 2005, 2012). This would have been particularly useful to recognize prior to executing 
educational reforms being that those who fall into the Confucian Heritage Culture appreciate certainty 
and planning (Nguyen et al., 2006).  
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4) Communicating the Vision:  
The Hong Kong Education Bureau usually circulates a single notification document when 
changes are made. Kotter (2005, 2012) shares that this is a fallacy with organizational change, as much 
of the communication gets lost or remains unseen amidst all of the other types of regular organizational 
communication is sent out daily. Kotter (2005, 2012), goes on to suggest that increasing communication 
on the change ten-fold, and remaining public and visible during the transition (in this case, being seen in 
schools or holding open question forums) would be beneficial to ensure that stakeholders are made 
aware of the progress of the initiative.  
5) Empowering Others to Act on the Vision:  
Kotter (2005, 2012) asserts that “Successful transformations begin to involve large numbers of 
people as the process progresses” (Kotter, 2005, p. 64). The guiding coalition can communicate the new 
direction and empower others to follow; however, throughout the process, a renewed sense of 
enthusiasm and urgency will keep the momentum going (Kotter, 2005). Discovering what hurdles are in 
the way of adopting the changes and addressing them can make a difference. For instance, if teachers 
feel that a play-based curriculum would be better adopted by observing and changing the highly 
academic requirements for grade 1 entrance, the Education Bureau would keep momentum going by 
addressing that obstacle, either by providing specific professional development, or, in fact, making 
efforts to change the requirements. They could also create teams to review vertical plans and the 
curriculum document and suggest changes at that point, before the official roll-out of the new 
curriculum guide. 
6) Planning for and Creating Short Term Wins: 
The Education Bureau in Hong Kong made plans to roll out new legislation; however, did not 
create steps for schools to find success over time. Check in points after 3, 6, 9, and 12 months, for 
example, would be beneficial for organizations, including schools, during times of transition. According 
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to Kotter (2005, 2012), to celebrate the level to which the changes have been made, and to offer 
continual support and recognition, tangible support and human contact would be beneficial. 
7) Consolidating Improvements and Producing Still More Change: 
Renewal efforts can take years and require close monitoring and careful support, and continual 
renewal of positivity to combat the ‘detractors’ (Kotter, 2005). Wins should be celebrated, but the 
change may not be fully understood, adopted, or solidified for several years (Kotter, 2005, 2012). In the 
case of Hong Kong, the Education Bureau, really wanting to see play-based learning happening in 
schools, would need to take a much more hands-on approach, or higher long-term consultants and 
trainers in order to fully realize their vision for the long-term.  
8) Institutionalizing New Approaches: 
When teachers in Hong Kong are able to confidently say, “This is the way it’s done here”, and 
are able to train new incoming teachers of their ways while remaining in line with true play-based 
pedagogy, then the organizational change will be successfully made (Kotter, 2005, 2012).  
The ‘hands-off’ approach to communicating reformations, and changes that the Hong Kong 
Education Bureau adheres to, leaves a communication disconnection and is potentially one of the 
reasons that changes have taken so long to be realized. Based on the suggestions by John Kotter 
regarding successful organizational changes, The Hong Kong Education Bureau seems to have presented 
change mandates without offering the long-term support required to effectively change the 
kindergarten Education System (Kotter, 2005, 2012). According to Walker (2004, 2010), not 
communicating efficiently and adequately is a disconnection that should be addressed before lasting 
change can take place. As the 2017 educational reforms were mainly relayed using standard circulation 
announcements and were mandated without tangible support for implementation or a timeline, it is 
unlikely that the communication of these reforms was effective or efficient.  
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The Survey 
After recognizing the benefits of play-based learning and analysing several of the hurdles to its 
incorporation in Hong Kong kindergartens, an attempt to gain better understanding of the current 
position of play-based learning in Hong Kong was made. By designing a survey questionnaire to gather 
input from in-service Hong Kong kindergarten teachers, the level of disconnections, post reform 
implementation could be measured. Hong Kong is a densely populated city with over 14 000 
kindergarten teachers (HKGOV, 2018d, 2018e). In an attempt to gather a large population sample in a 
relatively short time, the survey-method was selected (Groves et al., 2009; Kelly et. al, 2003; Ponto, 
2015). Surveys “Allow for a variety of methods to recruit participants, collect data, and utilize various 
methods of instrumentation” (Ponto, 2015, p. 169). Historically, surveys allow for the smooth collection 
of data and have continued to adapt over time to meet the demands of the sample; having originated as 
face-to-face questionnaires, and moving through advancing technologies from paper mail, to telephone, 
to now online and email formats (Groves et. al., 2009). When a single method is not adequate for 
meeting the research aims, or the intended sample requires a targeted or specific approach, researchers 
often opt to develop surveys (Ponto, 2015). As it had been 2 academic years since the roll-out of the 
2017 kindergarten educational reforms, a wide sample of teachers from different schools and areas of 
the city, with varying levels of education and years of experience was ideal to identify the satisfaction 
level of teachers in Hong Kong (Groves, et. al., 2009).  
Due to the specific nature of this study, no other surveys assessing the satisfaction of teachers in 
relation to Hong Kong specific educational reforms had been developed. Inspiration was taken from 
both Hite (2015) and Liane’s (2009) self-developed studies measuring teacher satisfaction and teacher 
preparedness respectively. In addition, questions were developed to relate to both the specific 
kindergarten educational reforms put into place in 2017 in Hong Kong SAR, and to the five potential 
disconnections of Allan Walkers Disconnections Theory (2004, 2010). The Likert-style of survey 
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responses was featured for its familiarity and consistency of results (Hite, 2015; Liane, 2009). Kelly et. al 
(2003) assert that the majority of satisfaction surveys are under tested; therefore, this survey was 
piloted by approximately eight kindergarten teachers before the commencement of the formal survey 
to ensure clarity of questions and limited bias (Kelly et al., 2003).  
Summary of Literature Review 
The concerns for Hong Kong’s play-based early childhood education integration are both vast 
and layered in culture, finances, and misunderstandings from parents, and teachers. The research 
supporting play-based learning continues to indicate that play is preferable to rote or didactic education 
for young children; however, the academic pressures in Hong Kong kindergartens have persisted for 
years (Cheng, 2010). The Hong Kong SAR put new educational reforms into place in 2017, addressing 
some of the surface concerns for the difficulty in implementing play-based learning (HKGOV, 2017, 
2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). Being that the kindergarten education reforms were implemented two 
years ago, it will be of benefit to gain understanding of whether teachers, who are the primary 
facilitators of play in the classrooms, are happy with these educational reforms. A high level of 
satisfaction will indicate that the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms were successful. A 
low level of satisfaction would indicate that they failed to address the underlying problems that were 
affecting the program. Additionally, analyzing the outcomes against possible organizational 
disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010), will elucidate some possible reasons for any continued failures to 
the implementation of play-based learning, as well as offer suggested reasons as to why some 
challenges have continued and which areas to focus on in the future. A coded teacher satisfaction 
survey was selected as the measurement tool in order to assess teachers’ perspectives of play-based 










Methodological topics discussed in this chapter include guiding research questions, background 
to the study, research design, survey description, data collection procedures, scoring procedures, and 
ethical considerations. Attention was paid to the description of the development of the survey, and the 
coding process. Support for the use of a quantitative survey is addressed (Haq, 2014, Hite, 2015; Liane, 
2004). The use of a quantitative survey allows for the measurement of the level of disconnections found 
within the Hong Kong kindergarten system in addition to providing a level of anonymity for the 
participants. Additionally, success criteria and how that criteria will be measured is explained in this 
chapter.  
Using a Survey 
By gathering the feedback from teachers, as well as Walker’s Disconnections Theory as a lens to 
consider teachers’ opinions (Walker, 2004, 2010), it is possible to identify not only the extent to which 
the recent educational reforms were helpful and beneficial to the education system, but also give insight 
into which areas of the kindergarten education system require support. Using a quantitative survey, the 
Hong Kong Pre-Primary Educational Reforms Survey - Play-Based Learning - Master's Thesis - Natalia Ritz 
(HK PP Edu. Reforms Survey), kindergarten teachers were asked to provide feedback on their 
satisfaction with the three educational reforms that were implemented in 2017. The survey solicited 
teachers’ opinions of the level of effectiveness of each reform.  
The questionnaire was also constructed to correspond with Walker’s Disconnections Theory 
(Walker, 2004, 2010). The coding allowed the researcher to analyze the results and offer suggestions 
regarding future steps that the Hong Kong Education Bureau may wish to entertain. The survey ended 
with two open-response questions where teachers could express their thoughts about their confidence 
using play-based learning, as well as areas they might have wished to improve upon with further 
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professional development. The open-response questions in the survey were also interpreted through 
the Disconnections Theory to identify the potential reasons that teachers made the comments that they 
did (Walker, 2004, 2010). The results were categorized by theme and quantified. The intention behind 
the incorporation of open-ended questions in the questionnaire is to discover opinions about the 
educational reforms that may not have been fully addressed with the multiple-choice questions. The 
results were calculated, and then made into percentages and placed in an easy-to-read table. The 
percentages were also compared against the success criteria to indicate positive or negative results and 
to what degree.  
Theoretical Framework and Success Criteria  
Using Walker’s Disconnections Theory as a tool for analysis, teachers’ survey responses can help 
identify specific disconnections, and an understanding of how to proceed and discover solutions 
(Walker, 2004, 2010; Walker & Qian, 2012). The theory is used to mark organizational disconnections in 
five key areas: instrumental, intellectual, political, cultural, and communication. If any of these listed 
disconnections is present in the Hong Kong kindergarten system, particularly to a high degree, the 
analysis will uncover these disconnections and allow for a more informed progression in the future.  
Success Criteria 
Modelled after the guiding statements for this study, and based on the intentions of the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau’s impetus for providing educational reform (HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b), the 
2017 Hong Kong kindergarten reforms would be considered to be effective if:  
Educational Reform 1: Update of the Curriculum Document:  
• After using the 2017 Curriculum Guidelines, teachers convey confidence with incorporating play 
into their daily routines as a method of teaching and learning based on the level of positive 
survey responses to questions involving confidence implementing play-based learning into their 
classrooms. 
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Educational Reform 2: Professional Development:  
• Teachers are aware of, have applied for and attended government-provided professional 
development workshops or taken the online professional development courses offered by the 
Hong Kong Government Educational Bureau.  
• Teachers who have taken professional development workshops or online professional 
development courses that had fees, were able to receive reimbursements for course fees after 
correct document submission. 
• Teachers who have taken professional development or online professional development courses 
feel that the opportunities are easily attainable, relevant, and applicable to enhancing their 
classroom practice.  
Educational Reform 3: Academic Pressure responses from the provision of Free-of-charge kindergarten: 
• Teachers feel lower levels of stress and pressure from parents and administration regarding 
academic achievement for children. 
• Teachers perceive an increase of support from both administration and parents regarding the 
use of play as the primary method of learning in the kindergarten classroom.  
Disconnections Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010):  
• No severe education reform disconnections (above 75%) are identified.  
• No or very few moderate education reform disconnections (between 50 and 75%) are identified.  
• No, very few or a moderate amount of low-level education reform disconnections (25-50%) are 
identified.  
Measurement of Success Criteria. 
Because this survey is attempting to measure satisfaction and effectiveness of the 2017 Hong Kong 
kindergarten educational reforms, teachers without knowledge of the reforms or who are unaware of 
the degree to which their schools subscribe to each reform, demonstrate the ineffectiveness of the 
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reforms. Sturgis et al. (2014), shares that neutral responses may indicate that a respondent does not 
know what their answer is. For this reason, a neutral response, highlighting reform inefficiencies, have 
been grouped with negative responses when measuring percentages (Walker, 2004, 2010). Negative 
responses (strongly disagree, disagree, neutral), indicated a negative result. The more negative the 
result, the higher the level of disconnection and the lower the level of educational reform success. 
Positive responses (agree, strongly agree), were seen as positive results. The more positive the result, 
the lower the level of disconnection, and the higher the level of educational reform success.  
Research Paradigm 
There are two ontological positions for this research which complement each other. The first is 
constructivist, due to the understanding that the current state of the Hong Kong kindergarten system 
has been built upon multiple beliefs and points of view including; the Confucian Heritage Culture, 
Researchers in Hong Kong advocating for play-based learning, various levels of government influence, 
and different levels of education (Patel, 2015). Additionally, the definition of play-based learning is also 
not globally agreed upon resulting in an even wider collection of influential perspectives impacting the 
creation and decisions which formed the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms (Johnson et 
al., 2005). Because of these diverse backgrounds and viewpoints, there are also numerous opinions 
about the success and effectiveness of the current program, and whether change is required and to 
what degree. Knowing this, it was important that I used Hong Kong based research and that the content 
measured was as objective as possible.  
The second ontological position which guided this study was post-positivist (Busch et al., 2018; 
Patel, 2015). Post-positivism recognizes that we can classify and research facts to an extent, however, 
personal opinions, or assumptions can also impact the observation and understanding of results 
(Creswell, 2009). Because of this, it is important to understand that research in a fluid field such as 
education, is not able to be viewed as absolute fact and often includes unintentional bias (Creswell, 
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2009).  The city of Hong Kong continues to evolve, and the viewpoints on education around the world 
continue to evolve. It is important to recognize that the data and understandings surrounding this 
research are not absolutes, and with continued research in the field of education globally, the 
understanding of appropriate practices are also subject to change. For this reason, a large amount of 
research literature was reviewed, spanning over a wide timeframe, allowing for the most consistent and 
relevant understanding of the current early childhood education climate in Hong Kong.  These 
ontological understandings drove the literature and background research for this project, as well as 
influenced the discussion post-survey.  
My epistemological position is pragmatism (Patel, 2015). An effort was made to identify 
disconnections in the Hong Kong kindergarten system and then offer suggestions which might further 
benefit the Hong Kong kindergarten system based on the results. Any system will have areas to adjust in 
order to continue to grow and innovate. A pragmatic position supported the solving of specific problems 
regardless of influences historically and guided the research effort to identify the most pressing areas 
for support and improvement in the Hong Kong kindergarten system.   
Description of Survey 
This is a quantitative, researcher-developed survey consisting of 37 questions (see APPENDIX A): 
(a) 22 of the questions were written using the Likert-style and placed on a 5-point scale between 
strongly disagree to strongly agree (Harpe, 2015).  
(b) Four of the questions were written in binary response format (yes or no questions) and the 
responses were used to streamline the survey for participants by bypassing a section of 
questions when the no response was selected, as the following two or three questions would 
not pertain to any respondent who indicated no on that section of the survey.  
(c) Five introductory (demographic) questions, which were used to analyse responses. 
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(d) One fill-in-the-blank; closed-response question, related to teachers’ individual hours of 
professional development, was included in the survey (Groves et. al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2003; 
Ponto, 2015).  
(e) Three open-response questions that sought a deeper look into the thoughts and opinions of 
Hong Kong kindergarten teachers.  
These questions were broken down by type of disconnection and tabulated to identify the level of 
each disconnection based on teacher responses. The first and last sections (A and E) of the 
questionnaire make up the participant agreement. In these sections, participants were asked to indicate 
their understanding of each statement using a checkbox in order for their survey to be submitted. By 
checking these boxes participants demonstrated their full understanding of their risks and rights by 
participating in this research (Ponto, 2015; Groves, et. al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2003).  
The survey was designed to be taken in its entirety by each participant. It could be taken in one 
sitting or spread out over time until the participant had completed the survey and submitted their 
responses. The summated Likert scale was chosen because of the standardized nature of this form of 
measurement (Harpe, 2015). The survey format was selected for several reasons:  
• Using a Likert-style survey to collect the majority of the information is the simplest way to 
identify teacher satisfaction on the specifics of the 2017 educational reforms in Hong Kong with 
the smallest margin of error. Similar studies measuring teacher satisfaction pertaining to other 
countries and specific educational reforms have also used this method with successful 
participation and results (Hite, 2015; Laine, 2009). 
• Due to the time required to understand the immediate effects of Hong Kong’s 2017 educational 
reforms, data was obtained in the first half of the 2019-2020 academic year (September 7 - 
November 7, 2019). This time frame was relevant to teachers because all of the educational 
reforms had been actively implemented. This time frame also allowed for the potential that 
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additional action could be taken in the 2020-2021 academic year based on survey results. A 
survey allowed for the collection of responses from the widest possible group of kindergarten 
teachers in the shortest amount of time, ensuring the data was current, and its potential for 
benefitting future academic years was accelerated.  
• In order to reach a wider range of participants using social media in an age geared towards 
convenience (Stanney, 2017), a secured survey was the least intrusive method of data 
collection, able to reach participants throughout different neighborhoods and regions at times 
that were convenient to them. It was my hope that this would solidify a higher number of 
participants.  
Timeline 
The survey was given ethics approval on Tuesday July 30th, 2019. It was then piloted by several 
Hong Kong kindergarten teachers through the month of August to ensure efficiency and clarity. The 
piloting resulted in the alteration of the wording of one question. The survey was formally opened on 
September 7th, 2019. Over 1,800 Hong Kong kindergarten teachers had access to this survey, and over 
500 were personally asked to participate via social media request. After actively seeking participants via 
social media platforms, the survey was closed on November 7th, 2019, with a total of 19 participants.  
Setting 
This study was specific to the Hong Kong context; therefore, the setting for survey distribution 
was restricted to the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. According to the annual Hong Kong 
census report in 2018, Hong Kong had a population of over seven million people (HKGOV, 2018d). The 
primary language spoken in Hong Kong is Cantonese, though both English and Mandarin are widely 
spoken and taught in local schools.   
There are 884 local kindergartens throughout Hong Kong serving 174,402 children aged 3 to 5 
years, and a total of 14,145 kindergarten teachers in the city (HKGOV, 2018c). Each school ranges in 
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location and size from small rural village schools to large urban kindergartens. Kindergarten funding is 
distributed based on student enrollment numbers as of August 2017 (HKGOV 2018d).  
The survey was distributed via social media on two members-only group platforms pertaining to 
local Hong Kong teachers; Hong Kong KindergartenNET’s with 645 members, and English Teachers in 
Hong Kong with 1,256 members. Using these online platforms, teachers were able to respond to the 
survey from a place of personal convenience to them.  
Participant Sample 
Ideally between 25 and 100 kindergarten teachers should have been recruited to participate in 
this study using the social media platform, Facebook (Facebook, n.d. a, b). After receiving ethics 
approval in July of 2019, the survey was posted on the Facebook groups, Hong Kong KindergartenNET’s 
and English Teachers in Hong Kong with a collective member participation of 1901 persons (Facebook, 
n.d. a, b). Reminders of the survey were made weekly at various times to recruit participants during the 
platform’s higher activity times. 
The ideal participants in this study were kindergarten teachers who had been employed in their 
role for 4 academic years or more. Teachers who had commenced their kindergarten teaching 
experience in Hong Kong and had been actively teaching for 4 years, would have experience both before 
and after the 2017 educational reforms, and were the preferred participants. Kindergarten teachers 
with 4 years of academic experience were difficult to find, possibly due to high job turnover in 
kindergarten education in Hong Kong. Consequently, teachers with fewer years of experience as 
kindergarten teachers were also considered. Participant criteria was included in the Facebook posts and 
survey instructions to ensure participants were aware of their desirability.  
As the participants could be employed at any local Hong Kong kindergarten, there was a high 
potential of obtaining participants from a wide variety of schools. Teachers were asked in the 
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questionnaire which neighbourhood in Hong Kong their school is located in, in the hopes that 
participants from a variety of kindergartens throughout all areas of the city were recruited.  
Researcher 
The role of the researcher during the data collection was to open the survey, on September 7th, 
2019, and then to seek participants up until its closing on November 7th, 2019. The social media 
platform, Facebook, was used to request participants from a wide body of group members (Facebook, 
n.d. (a), (b)). Over 500 of the members of these groups were also sent the link in the form of a private 
inbox message. The majority of the participants completed the survey through these groups and private 
inbox messages. On November 7th, 2019, the researcher closed the survey in order to analyse the 
results.  
Survey Design 
All of the quantitative data for this research was collected in the form of an anonymous survey 
(Boeren, 2018). The survey (APPENDIX A), entitled: Hong Kong Pre-Primary Educational Reforms Survey - 
Play-Based Learning - Master's Thesis - Natalia Ritz (HK PP Edu. Reforms Survey), was developed by the 
researcher and designed to explore the exact nature of organizational disconnections in the specific 
context of Hong Kong’s kindergartens. It took into account Hong Kong’s specific historical factors and 
societal beliefs and values. The results do not apply fully to any other context; however, some elements 
of the results may be of interest other CHC countries or education systems.  
Inspiration for the HK PP Edu. Reforms Survey design was taken from a similar style of study by 
Kimberly Ann Hite (2015), who developed a survey to measure teacher satisfaction and perceptions of 
the success of teacher preparation and development for supporting English language learners in 
kindergarten to grade 12 Pennsylvanian Public Schools. The structure and concept of several of Hite’s 
(2015) questions were considered and were influential to the development of the HK PP Edu. Reforms 
Survey. The context and specific reforms related to separate events; therefore, the questions for the HK 
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PP Edu. Reforms Survey were created with consideration for the research questions and success criteria 
in the Hong Kong context. In addition, in an attempt to be as concise as possible, the survey was limited 
to 37 questions and was organized into five separate sections (see APPENDIX A for the complete survey): 
• Section A – Participant Agreement) One initial multiple response question acting as a participant 
agreement. The question lists the rights and risks of the survey and is written in statement form, 
each for the three statements began with “I understand that” and then the statement of 
understanding followed.  Using a ‘checkbox’, participants had to check all of the provided 
participant agreement statements in the section to ensure that each participant had understood 
their rights and the risks before they are able to move forward in the survey.  
• Section B – General Information) Five introductory questions began the participant response 
portion of the questionnaire. The questions related to demographic data including, geographical 
location in Hong Kong, and level of education and experience for participants.  
• Section C – Educational Reforms) The questions in this section focused on the experiences and 
perspectives from teachers regarding the 2017 kindergarten educational reforms in Hong Kong. 
14 Likert-style questions and one fill in the blank question were used to measure participants’ 
experiences and personal and professional perspectives on each of the three different 
components of the educational reforms. Four ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions were used to streamline the 
survey. Participants who selected ‘no’ in a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question, would bypass the following two 
or three questions, as they wouldn’t pertain to their personal experiences and may skew the 
data. Those who responded ‘yes’ in a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question indicated their ability to respond to 
the following two or three questions in doing so. `For example, participates who indicated ‘no’ 
to question number 7, would bypass questions 8-10 because their answers depend on having 
experience using the curriculum guideline document, and an answer of ‘no’ to question 7 would 
demonstrate no experience in that area. There were 19 questions total in this section.  
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•  Section D – Personal Pedagogy) This section related to the pedagogy of teachers and was useful 
for analysis purposes by highlighting instrumental and cultural disconnections (Walker, 2004, 
2010). In this section, 8 Likert-style questions were designed to measure the strength of 
teacher’s beliefs and values regarding play-based learning. Two of the questions in this section 
involved selecting one or more answers and examined teaching practices within classrooms. 
Three short answer questions were also included in this section, in an attempt to gain a wider 
understanding of participants’ experiences with play-based learning and the Hong Kong 
kindergarten education system (Haq, 2014). There were 13 questions total in this section.  
• Section E – Participant Reminder and Submission) The final section was nearly identical to the 
first in that it is a list of statements that must all be understood and agreed to using a checkbox. 
This question, containing four statements of understanding, was mandatory in order for the 
participant to submit their results. The statements were the same as in section A with the 
exception of an added statement indicating the need to press the ‘submit’ button physically. 
This encouraged participants to finish their survey by submitting it, and also reminding them of 
their right to close their browser and not submit the survey if they did not wish their responses 
to be included in the survey.  
Once completed, submitted surveys were recorded onto the researcher’s personal computer, and 
then downloaded to a password-protected external hard drive. The researcher was the sole holder of 
access to the collected data. The data was kept in a password protected computer and external hard 
drive at all times and was analyzed from only password protected devices.  
Scoring 
Each Likert response carried equal value. Each response (Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, 
Agree, Strongly Agree) was given equal value by calculating the total of each response for each question. 
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Scoring and data was based on the frequency of each response type (Groves et. al., 2009; Kelly et al., 
2003; Ponto, 2015; Stanney, 2017).  
The short answer questions were coded for thematic content that was categorized based on the 
response types. Responses that mentioned the word play, for instance, were grouped and counted. 
Similarly, responses that mentioned a desire for more or better professional development pertaining to 
classroom management or those that mentioned opinions regarding the physical environment of their 
classroom spaces, would each be grouped and counted accordingly. The responses were then analyzed 
using the Disconnections Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010), in order to develop suggestions regarding 
possible areas of disconnection. The number of responses that correlated to each of the specific 
disconnections were added and then converted into percentages based on total responses. The results 
were placed in a table according to the coded questions for easy understanding, and are shared in 
Chapter 4, the Analysis. 
Validity and Reliability of the Survey 
Due to the specific context and phenomenon that drives this study, previously made 
measurement tools could not address the research questions. Consequently, a survey had to be 
developed by the researcher. The validity of the survey has not been established; however, the face 
validity is good as was indicated by the initial eight piloted surveys and feedback thereof (Kelly et. al., 
2003; Salkind, 2010). The feedback from the field-test indicated that one question should be re-worded 
for understanding, and the correction was made before the survey was opened. The rest of the 
feedback from the field-test determined that the survey was easy to understand and remained free 
from intentional or obvious bias (Kelly et al., 2003). Considerable effort was made to view all data 
objectively to avoid any inadvertent bias or judgment that might stem from the cultural differences 
between myself as a Western-Canadian born individual and Hong Kong’s kindergarten teachers and 
education system. 
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The familiar and easily measurable Likert scale was selected to counter possible additional 
concerns of validity as the measurement method is well established and easily measurable (Groves et. 
al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2003; Ponto, 2015; Stanney, 2017).  
The style of questions developed was inspired by previously used surveys that were developed 
from similar situations where researchers had to create their own questions to address their own 
specific contexts (Hite, 2015; Laine, 2009). The HK PP Edu. Reforms Survey was similarly designed.  
Confidentiality  
Participants and Schools 
To safeguard and protect the identity of all participants, the survey was designed to be as 
anonymous as possible. Directly identifying information was not requested, including participants’ 
names, ages, or genders as these would not influence the study results. Questions requesting the 
potential low-risk identifiers such as years of teaching experience and years of education, were 
requested for the purposes of organizing data. This aided in the analysis of whether or not teachers who 
held more education or experience in the field reported higher scores on measures of confidence with 
play-based learning compared to those with less education or experience. Because there were no 
identifying factors and the survey was shared to a FB group platform with many potential participants, it 
was impossible to link survey results with individuals directly. Due to the number of kindergartens in 
Hong Kong, over 884, and the number of kindergarten teachers, over 14,000, the risk of any 
identification is negligible; however, it was noted as a slight possibility. 
All participants were made aware of the minimal risk of indirect identification and were required 
to agree to the risks in Section A of the survey prior to moving on. Participants were given explicit 
instructions to avoid submitting the survey if they did not wish for their information or opinions to be 
included in the study. Participants were asked to re-reflect on their rights and the risks of submitting the 
survey in Section E before it could be completed.  
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Data Collection and Storage  
The Google Forms platform was selected for this research because the platform offered the 
ability to develop a thorough confidentiality agreement for participants (Google, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). 
Because data was only accessible by the creator of the form, and because security settings could be 
designed and controlled by the creator of the form, Google Forms was a dependable platform from 
which to develop a research survey (Google, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). To further ensure security for all 
data collected, the data was consistently password protected and the survey was able to be locked, 
opened, or destroyed at the researcher’s discretion. All data collected could be removed from the online 
platform once the 2-month survey window was closed and locked. Using a password protected account, 
the data was downloaded into an excel spreadsheet file. Downloaded data was kept on a password 
protected computer with a backup on a password protected external hard drive that was locked in a 
secure location at the researcher’s home and only accessible by the researcher when not in use. Upon 
the completion of the study, the survey data, will continue to be safely stored for potential future 
research for up to five years. Only two people have access to the raw data including the researcher and 
the faculty advisor.  
Ethical Considerations 
An ethics application was submitted to Brandon University’s Research Ethics Committee and 
ethics approval was granted in July of 2019. The utmost effort was made to ensure full respect and 
consideration of confidentiality for all participants (Kelly et. al., 2003). Crespi (1998), explains that in 
order to maintain a professional standard, and to find a balance between gaining willing participants and 
meeting the requirements of the research, it is imperative to give as much information to participants as 
possible. Participants in this voluntary study were given multiple opportunities to agree to and also to 
remove their consent prior to submitting their survey. They were encouraged to revoke their responses 
at any time if they felt uncomfortable participating, by not completing or submitting the survey and 
WHY NOT PLAY? 85 
closing their tab or browser. Due to the intentionality of design, minimizing directly identifying data, 
participants were unable to remove their responses once their survey had been submitted. The 
participant agreement; therefore, included detailed information regarding what the intention of the 
survey was, the uses and storage of the survey, and their participation requirements should they move 
forward (Crespi, 1998).  
Summary of Methodology 
Success criteria and guiding questions as well as the Disconnections Theory underpinned the 
survey design and scoring for this research (Walker, 2004, 2010). A survey was designed by the 
researcher and was inspired by studies of similar format and context (Hite, 2015, Liane 2009). The 
survey was field-tested to maximize the survey’s validity (Hite, 2015; Groves, et. al., 2009; Kelly et al., 
2003; Liane, 2009; Ponto, 2015; Stanney, 2017). To view the survey, see APPENDIX A. Once closed, the 
survey was analyzed according to the quantity of responses and against a code derived from the 
Disconnections Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010). To view the coded survey with links to the Disconnections 
















The following analysis identifies the results of the Hong Kong Pre-Primary Educational Reforms 
Survey - Play-Based Learning - Master's Thesis - Natalia Ritz, questionnaire, including an indication of the 
level and type of disconnections found in the Hong Kong kindergarten system (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
Beginning with a review of the results of the guiding questions related to the 2017 Hong Kong 
educational reforms, findings around the success of each of the reforms is indicated. Following the 
educational reforms, a detailed report of each of the levels of Walker’s disconnections is provided. 
Tables are used to share the results in an easy-to-read manner. Following each table is an in-depth 
description of each result. The information found in this analysis was helpful for the development of 
suggestions for further action as it allowed for a better understanding of the strengths and challenges of 
the Hong Kong kindergarten system. 
To remind the reader, play-based learning is now globally recognized as the best method for 
teaching early childhood (Britto, 2017). Hong Kong SAR has been attempting to adopt a play-based 
education system in their kindergarten since the early 1980’s (HKGOV, 1981a, 1981b, 1982). Teachers 
and kindergartens have had difficulty incorporating play as a method of teaching for nearly 40 years 
(Fung & Cheng, 2012; Heden, 2011; Leung, 2010; Sandberg &; Walker, 2010, 2004; Walker & Qian, 
2012). In 2017, the Hong Kong Education Bureau put three educational reforms in place to better their 
kindergarten education system (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b).  These 
included the roll out of an updated curriculum guideline document for kindergartens, improved access 
and accommodation for teachers to pursue professional development, and a new payment scheme for 
tuitions, relieving parents of the full responsibility of early childhood costs using government funds to 
pay kindergartens directly; the Free Kindergarten Scheme (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 
2019a, 2019b).  
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Two academic years after the educational reforms were adopted was a natural reflection point 
to assess the success of the reforms. In order to give meaning and perspective to results, Walker’s 
Disconnections Theory was used to identify potential disconnections in the kindergarten education 
system (2004, 2010). These disconnections, instrumental, intellectual, political, cultural, and 
communication, could perpetuate challenges in play-based learning (Walker, 2004, 2010; Walker & 
Qian, 2012).  
A survey was developed, and field tested for validity. The survey was made up of 37 questions, 
pertaining to the Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms from 2017, as well as probing at the 
underlying pedagogy of participants. The questions were additionally coded to link with one of five 
disconnections proposed by Dr. Allan Walker (2004, 2010) and were used in the analysis to give reason 
and understanding to the survey results. The survey was opened for 2 months, opening on September 
7th, 2019, and closing on November 7th, 2019. In this time, 19 local Hong Kong teachers participated in 
the survey. 
The results of the survey were measured by comparing the frequency of each response. Tables 
to display each disconnection were created and the level of success of each of the Hong Kong 
educational reforms was analyzed. Section C of the survey related to the participants’ personal beliefs 
about play-based learning. Because not all questions pertained to every respondent, some respondents 
were able to bypass some questions and consequently the results showed a varied number of responses 
for each question. The tables indicate the total of responses to each question separately.  
The findings show the level of success of each of the three educational reforms by combining all  
positive responses of agree and strongly agree. Negative responses of strongly disagree, 
disagree, and neutral, indicated that the reforms were not fully successful and to what degree. Negative 
responses were also indicative of the level of disconnections found in the Hong Kong kindergarten 
system (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
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Participant Demographics 
Once participants agreed to complete the survey by clicking the check boxes in section A, they were 
able to continue on to section B of the survey. In section B, four questions (items 1, 2, 3, and 4) were 
asked to gain insight into the participants’ various backgrounds to use during analysis. These questions 
were of either zero or very low risk for indirect participant identification and included:  
• The amount of years of kindergarten teaching experience the participants had. 
• The amount of years of related post-secondary education the participants had received.  
• Where in Hong Kong SAR the participants’ schools were located based on wide geographical 
regions.  
• Which grade level, of three possible kindergarten age groups, the participants were teaching at 
the time of taking the survey. 
Of the nineteen participants, even distributions of school location distribution, years of experience, 
and years of post-secondary education were found. Table 1 (Cross Tabulation of Years of Experience and 
Education, see page 88), demonstrates the comparison between years of experience and years of post-
secondary education from the 19 participants. The cross-tabulation table was chosen for this question 
so that the number of teachers with both more years of teaching experience and post-secondary 
education was easy to see as well as the number of teachers with fewer years of teacher experience and 
post-secondary education. By combining these results in one table, it is easy to compare the number of 
teachers with both high levels of education and experience, to the number of teachers with lower levels 
of both experience and education. Participants with higher levels of both education and experience are 
preferred as their experience in the Hong Kong kindergarten system, as well as their knowledge of 
teaching practice in general, is considered to be more established. 
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 Years of Experience. 
Participants were asked to provide their years of experience teaching in local kindergarten 
classrooms. The results favoured seasoned professionals. 
 
Of the 19 participants who responded:  
• Ten respondents (53%) indicated that they had over 5 years of experiences teaching in local 
Hong Kong kindergartens.  
• Four (21%) of the respondents had 4 years 
• Two (10%) had 3 years of teaching experience.  
• Only four (21%) of the 19 respondents had been teaching for 2 or fewer years. 
79% of participants (15 of 19 respondents), were teachers who had worked for longer than 2 years 
in local Hong Kong kindergartens, this was an encouraging result due to the likelihood that teachers with 
Table 1. Cross Tabulation Table of Years of Experience and Education 
  






























1 year 2 years 3 years 4 years 5 years 
6 or > 
years  
Total 
1-2 years Count 2 1 1 - - - 4 
 % 11% 5% 5%    21% 
3 years Count - 2 1 - - - 3 
 %  11% 5%    16% 
4 years 
Count - - - 1 1 - 2 
 %    5% 5%  11% 
5 or > 
years  Count 3 2 - 2 - 3 10 
 % 16% 11%  11%  16% 53% 
Total Count 5 5 2 3 1 3 19 
 % 26% 26% 11% 16% 5% 16%  
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more than 2 years of experience would have the maturity and history to have strong opinions pertaining 
to the topics addressed.  
Years of Education. 
From the 19 responses to this question, a wide variety of educational levels was indicated: 
• Five participants (26%) had taken 1 year of formal post-secondary training.  
• Four participants (21%) had taken 2 years of formal post-secondary training.  
• Two participants (10%) had taken 3 years of formal post-secondary training.  
• One participant (5%) took 5 years of post-secondary training.  
• Three participants (16%) had taken 6 or more years of formal post-secondary training.  
 
At 47%, the majority of participants had attended 2 or fewer years of related post-secondary 
education. This aligns with the educational programming in Hong Kong, directing that teachers in Hong 
Kong kindergartens require no more than a 1-year certificate program in order to work as classroom 
teachers in Hong Kong (Lee, 2001; Wong & Rao, 2015). Of the six participants who have 3 or more years 
of post-secondary education, half of them indicated 6 or more years of educational history. As there are 
no programs in Hong Kong that offer a 6-year program in early childhood education, these participants 
may be international teachers working as English teachers in local schools. They may also be local Hong 
Kong teachers who have been educated abroad, or who have taken more than one program in Hong 
Kong or elsewhere.  
School Locations and Grades Taught. 
In addition to the information in Table 1 (Cross Tabulation of Years of Experience and Education, see 
page 88), geographical areas of the participants’ schools were of interest to ensure an even distribution 
of respondents throughout the Hong Kong SAR region. From the 19 participant responses, the results 
indicated:  
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• Seven (37%) respondents worked in schools in the urban center of Hong Kong, Hong Kong 
Island. 
• Seven (37%) respondents also worked in schools that were found in the most rural area, the 
New Territories.  
• Five (26%) respondents worked in schools found in the most densely populated area, Kowloon.  
• No respondents worked on the outlying islands of Hong Kong.  
 
Kindergarten teachers may have different levels of play incorporated in the classroom when 
teaching younger children. The expectations may shift as students get closer to Grade 1. Consequently, 
it was of interest to understand the age groups that were taught and cross reference them against the 
teachers’ experiences and comments relating to play in their classrooms. The results indicated:  
• Seven participants (37%) represented Kindergarten I teachers (ages 3-4).  
• Four participants (21%) represented Kindergarten II teachers (ages 4-5).  
• Eight participants (42%) represented Kindergarten III students (ages 5-6) and the final grade for 
students prior to primary school.  
 
Using the above information, the demographics of the participants of the survey could be 
understood and the fact that participants who taught at each level of kindergarten took the survey was 
noted.  
Analysis of Results Related to the Hong Kong Educational Reforms 
Three of the four research questions, ‘A-C’, related to a specific educational reform and were 
tabulated to measure teacher satisfaction levels toward each reform. The final research question, ‘D’, 
regarded the Disconnections Theory and a table was made for each disconnection to understand their 
respective severities.  
WHY NOT PLAY? 92 
Research Question A 
Research Question A asked: Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers notice a clear difference in their play-
based classroom practice, or overall school experience following the implementation of the 2017 Hong 
Kong kindergarten curriculum guideline document (HKGOV, 2017)?  
The question was posed to better understand the specific successes and benefits, or lack 
thereof, of the new curriculum guideline document (HKGOV, 2017) as compared to the previously 
standing version of which was designed in 2006 (HKGOV, 2006). In the survey, six questions were used 
to suggest the level of success of Research Question A (items 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, and 12). The results can be 
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Table 2 Research Question A 
 
Teachers’ Satisfaction of the 2017 Hong Kong Kindergarten Curriculum Guideline Document 
 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 















Count 2 1 3 3 - 9 10 
% 22% 11% 33% 33%    






for the age 
level I teach. 
Count 1 2 4 2 - 9 10 
% 11% 22% 44% 22%    







grade 1 exams 
Count - 3 2 4 - 9 10 
%  33% 22% 44%    
11. I am 
confident that 








Count - 2 2 5 - 9 10 
%  22% 22% 56%    
12. Parents 
are happy and 
satisfied with 
the academic 
skills in the 
Curriculum 
Guide. 
Count - - 4 4 1 9 10 
%   44% 44% 11%   
Totals 
Count 3 8 15 18 1 45 50 
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As a yes or no question, question 7 was not measured using the table. Yes or no questions were used 
to streamline each participant survey by skipping sections where a no was indicated. In question 7, 9 
participants indicated that their schools used the Hong Kong curriculum guideline document to develop 
their school’s expectations. Because using the document was not mandated, other participants’ schools 
may have used other inspiration to develop their curriculum expectations. Questions 8-12 were only 
answered by those 9 participants who indicated their use of the Hong Kong curriculum guideline 
document. 
In question 8, of the nine participants who responded to this question:  
• Two respondents (22%) strongly disagreed that the curriculum guideline document gave them a 
strong understanding of appropriate teaching practice.  
• One respondent (11%) disagreed that the curriculum guideline document gave them a strong 
understanding of appropriate teaching practice. 
• Three respondents (33%) indicated a neutral response regarding the curriculum guideline 
document’s ability to offer a strong understanding of appropriate teaching practice.  
• Three respondents (33%) agreed that the curriculum guideline document gave them a strong 
understanding of appropriate teaching practice. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that the curriculum guideline document gave them a strong 
understanding of appropriate teaching practice.  
The responses to question 8 were 66% negative or neutral and 33% positive. 
 
In question 9, of the nine participants who responded to this question:  
• One respondent (11%) strongly disagreed that they had a strong understanding of appropriate 
academic expectations for the year group that they taught.  
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• Two respondents (22%) disagreed that they had a strong understanding of appropriate 
academic expectations for the year group that they taught. 
• Four respondents (44%) indicated a neutral response to the question of their understanding of 
appropriate academic expectations for the year group that they taught. 
• Two respondents (22%) agreed that they had a strong understanding of appropriate academic 
expectations for the year group that they taught. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that they had a strong understanding of appropriate academic 
expectations for the year group that they taught. 
Responses to question 9 were 77% negative or neutral and 22% positive.  
 
In question 10, of the nine participants who responded to this question:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed that they were confident in the curriculum guideline 
document’s ability to prepare students for grade 1 expectations. 
• Three respondents (33%) disagreed that they were confident in the curriculum guideline 
document’s ability to prepare students for grade 1 expectations. 
• Two respondents (22%) indicated a neutral response to the belief that they were confident in 
the curriculum guideline document’s ability to prepare students for grade 1 expectations. 
• Four respondents (44%) agreed that they were confident in the curriculum guideline 
document’s ability to prepare students for grade 1 expectations. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that they were confident in the curriculum guideline 
document’s ability to prepare students for grade 1 expectations. 
Responses to question 10 were 55% negative or neutral and 44% positive. 
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In question 11, of the nine participants who responded to this question: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed that they were confident in their ability to teach to the 
academic requirements of their taught year level. 
• Two respondents (22%) disagreed that they were confident in their ability to teach to the 
academic requirements of their taught year level. 
• Two respondents (22%) indicated a neutral response regarding their confidence t in their ability 
to teach to the academic requirements of their taught year level. 
• Five respondents (56%) agreed that they were confident in their ability to teach to the academic 
requirements of their taught year level. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that they were confident in their ability to teach to the 
academic requirements of their taught year level. 
Responses to question 11 were 44% negative of neutral and 56% positive.  
 
In question 12, of the nine participants who responded to this question:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed or that they disagreed that parents were happy with the 
academic skills found in the curriculum guideline document. 
• Four respondents (44%) felt neutrally toward the belief that parents were happy with the 
academic skills found in the curriculum guideline document. 
• Four respondents (44%) agreed that parents were happy with the academic skills found in the 
curriculum guideline document. 
• One respondent (11%) strongly agreed that parents were happy with the academic skills found 
in the curriculum guideline document. 
Responses to question 12 were 44% negative or neutral and 55% positive.  
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The results pertaining to teacher satisfaction with the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten curriculum 
guideline document indicate that though some teachers report confidence in their ability to implement 
play-based learning in their classrooms (with an overall 42% positive result) a small majority ( 57% 
negative or neutral responses) report a lack of confidence in their abilities. These results may be 
explained by the fact that each school designs their own curriculum outcomes and there is no 
consistency between teachers’ experiences of play-based learning. The amount and depth of play 
expected by each kindergarten is most often designated by the individual administrator’s interpretation 
of the kindergarten curriculum guideline document. Some schools may incorporate it more efficiently 
than others. The results measured against the success criteria indicate a moderate partial success rate.  
Research Question B 
Research Question B asked: Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers feel motivated to register for any of 
the newly developed Professional Development opportunities offered by the Hong Kong Education 
Bureau (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b)?  
This question sought to measure whether teachers were aware of their PD opportunities. 
Additionally, the success of this reform depends on teachers having applied for PD as well as having 
requested a Course Refund Fee. Eight of the questions in the survey (items 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 
20), were used to suggest the level of success of the 2017 professional development reform. The 
participant responses can be found on Table 3 below (Teachers’ Satisfaction of Hong Kong’s Early 
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Table 3 Research Question B 
 
Teachers’ Satisfaction of Early Childhood Education Professional Development in Hong Kong 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 













Count 2 4 8 5 - 19 - 
% 11% 21% 42% 26%    
14. My school 
has made me 
aware of the 
online locations 




Count 5 6 8 - - 19 - 
% 26% 32% 42%     
16. I am 
satisfied with 




Count - - - - - - 19 
%        
17. I have 
applied for or 
received a 
Course 
Refund for my 
PD 
Count - - - - - - 19 
%        
18.  PD 
opportunities 
on the T-Surf 
website are 
related to ECE 
Count - - - - - - 19 
&        
19. It is easy 




Count 2 7 8 2 - 19 - 
% 11% 37% 42% 11%    





Count 3 6 5 3 2 19 - 
% 16% 32% 26% 16% 11%   
Totals 
Count 12 23 29 10 2 76 57 
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In question 13, of the 19 participants who responded to this question:  
• Two respondents (11) strongly disagreed that they had been provided with an adequate amount 
of PD since 2017.  
• Four respondents (21%) disagreed that they had been provided with an adequate amount of PD 
since 2017. 
• Eight respondents (42%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not that 
they had been provided with an adequate amount of PD since 2017. 
• Five respondents (26%) agreed that they had been provided with an adequate amount of PD 
since 2017. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that they had been provided with an adequate amount of PD 
since 2017. 
Responses to question 13 were 74% negative or neutral and 26% positive.  
 
In question 14, of the 19 participants who responded to this question:  
• Five respondents (26%) strongly disagreed that they had been made aware of the online and in-
person PD opportunities available to them. 
• Six respondents (32%) disagreed that they had been made aware of the online and in-person PD 
opportunities available to them. 
• Eight respondents (44%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not they 
had been made aware of the online and in-person PD opportunities available to them. 
• No respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they had been made aware of the online and in-
person PD opportunities available to them. 
Responses to question 14 were 100% negative or neutral.  
WHY NOT PLAY? 100 
In questions 16, 17, and 18, no responses were measured as 100% of the questions were bypassed. 
The bypass occurred because the questions were only relevant to participants who had engaged in a 
Hong Kong Education Bureau provided PD workshop or online course, and if they had also then received 
a course refund. As zero respondents indicated that they had partaken in one of these experiences, the 
subsequent three questions also held zero-responses. 
 
In question 19, of the 19 participants who responded to this question: 
• Two respondents (11%) strongly disagreed that is was easy to find early childhood education 
related professional development in Hong Kong.  
• Seven respondents (37%) disagreed that is was easy to find early childhood education related 
professional development in Hong Kong. 
• Eight respondents (42%) indicated a neutral opinion that is was easy to find early childhood 
education related professional development in Hong Kong. 
• Two respondents (11%) agreed that is was easy to find early childhood education related 
professional development in Hong Kong. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that is was easy to find early childhood education related 
professional development in Hong Kong. 
Responses to question 19 were 89% negative or neutral and 11% positive. 
 
In question 20, of the 19 participants who responded to this question:  
• Three respondents (16%) strongly disagreed that they were encouraged by their school to 
pursue professional development opportunities. 
• Six respondents (32%) disagreed that they were encouraged by their school to pursue 
professional development opportunities. 
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• Five respondents (26%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not they 
were encouraged by their school to pursue professional development opportunities. 
• Three respondents (16%) agreed that they were encouraged by their school to pursue 
professional development opportunities. 
• Two respondents (11%) strongly agreed that they were encouraged by their school to pursue 
professional development opportunities. 
Responses to question 20 were 74% negative or neutral and 26% positive.  
 
The results of Table 3 (Teachers’ Satisfaction of Hong Kong’s Early Childhood Education PD, see page 
97), pertaining to the level of satisfaction of teachers regarding their professional development 
opportunities, indicate that 84% of total responses were negative or neutral. This leaves only 16% of 
responses indicated a positive stance toward their professional development opportunities. Additionally, 
there were no participant teachers who participated in a T-Surf professional development workshop (T-
Surf, 2019). This suggests an unsuccessful educational reform and leaves professional development as 
an area for further consideration and discussion.  
Research Question C   
Research question C asked: Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers feel that Free Kindergarten Scheme 
reduced the level of stress they felt to push students toward higher academic achievements (Cremer, 
2018; HKGOV 2019a; Wong & Rao, 2015)?  
The third research question relates to the Free Kindergarten Scheme, which came into effect in 
Fall 2017 (HKGOV, 2019a, 2018b). The success criteria included both teachers feeling less pressure to 
push their students toward unrealistic academic expectations, and teachers being able to focus on play-
based learning to a greater degree. Three questions (items 22, 23, and 24) were used to suggest the 
level of success of the Free Kindergarten Scheme implemented in 2017 as it relates to the stress level of 
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Hong Kong kindergarten teachers. The participant responses can be found below on Table 4 (Teachers’ 
Satisfaction of the 2017 Free Kindergarten Scheme). 
 
Table 4 Research Question C 
 
Teachers’ Satisfaction of the 2017 Free Kindergarten Scheme 
 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 
















Count 1 2 1 3 - 7 12 
% 14% 29% 14% 43%    




due to Free 
Kindergarten 
Scheme 
Count 1 - 2 4 - 7 12 
% 14%  29% 57%    










Count 1 - 2 3 1 7 12 
% 14%  29% 43% 14%   
Totals 












Question 21 asked all 19 participants if their school had subscribed to the Free Kindergarten 
Scheme, and only seven participants responded yes. Based on the report that the majority of Hong Kong 
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kindergartens had subscribed to this scheme (Cremer, 2018), it is plausible that the majority of 
respondents to this survey were unaware of their school’s connection with the scheme. This points to a 
possible communication disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Unfortunately, only seven participants 
were aware of their school’s subscription to the scheme and consequently, questions 22-24 were only 
able to be responded to by those seven participants.  
 
For question 22, of the seven participants who responded to this question:  
• One respondent (14%) strongly disagreed that they felt less pressure to ensure that their 
students were academically advanced following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Two participants (29%) disagreed that they felt less pressure to ensure that their students were 
academically advanced following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• One participant (14%) indicated a neutral response to the question whether or not they felt less 
pressure to ensure that their students were academically advanced following the adoption of 
the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• Three participants (43%) agreed that they felt less pressure to ensure that their students were 
academically advanced following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that they felt less pressure to ensure that their students were 
academically advanced following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
Responses to question 22 were 57% negative or neutral and 43% positive.  
 
For question 23, of the seven participants who responded to this question: 
• One respondent (14%) strongly disagreed that they had more relaxed academic expectations for 
students following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
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• No respondents disagreed that they had more relaxed academic expectations for students 
following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• Two respondents (29%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not they felt 
that they had more relaxed academic expectations for students following the adoption of the 
Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• Four respondents (57%) agreed that they had more relaxed academic expectations for students 
following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that they had more relaxed academic expectations for students 
following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
Responses to question 23 were 43% negative or neutral and 57% positive.  
 
For question 24, of the seven participants who responded to this question:  
• One respondent (14%) strongly disagreed that they felt an improvement in their ability to 
integrate play-based learning following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• No respondents disagreed that they felt an improvement in their ability to integrate play-based 
learning following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• Two respondents (29%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not they felt 
an improvement in their ability to integrate play-based learning following the adoption of the 
Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• Three respondents (43%) agreed that they felt an improvement in their ability to integrate play-
based learning following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• One respondent (14%) strongly agreed that they felt an improvement in their ability to integrate 
play-based learning following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
Responses to question 24 were 43% negative or neutral and 57% positive.  
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The results in Table 4 (Teachers’ Satisfaction of the 2017 Free Kindergarten Scheme, see page 101), 
regarding the Free Kindergarten Scheme indicate that a small majority, 53% of respondents, did notice 
an improvement in the stress they felt following their school’s implementation of the scheme. Nearly 
half of respondents, at 48%, did not feel an improvement. Surprisingly, a second consideration derived 
from these results was that only seven teachers knew that their schools were using the Free 
Kindergarten scheme. In contrast, the Hong Kong government shares that 90% of half-day programs had 
adopted the scheme in its first year, which points to a communication disconnection (Cremer, 2018). 
This educational reform was moderately, but not completely successful, based on the results of the 
current study.  
Research Question D. 
Research question D asked: To what extent do education reform disconnections play a role in the state of 
Hong Kong’s challenges with incorporating play-based learning in local kindergartens (Walker, 2004, 
2010)?  
This question was designed to allow for a better understanding of the level of disconnections that 
the kindergarten system in Hong Kong is facing. Ideally, in a successful system, there would be a low 
level of any type of educational reform disconnection.  Therefore, the success criteria for this 
Disconnections Theory include the following percentage levels: No severe reform disconnections (above 
75%), none or few moderate level reform disconnections (50-75%), none or few low-level educational 
reform disconnections (25-50%) are identified while analysing teacher’s responses. The level of 
disconnection should ultimately be very low for the system to be functioning well. These levels are well 
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Analysis of Results Related to the Disconnections Theory and the Hong Kong Education Reforms 
Though the questions in section C  of the questionnaire were related to the three educational 
reforms in Hong Kong in 2017 (see APPENDIX A for full survey), each question served a dual purpose as 
each was also coded to correspond with one of the five disconnections found in Walker’s Disconnections 
Theory (HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b; Walker, 2004, 2010; Walker & Qian, 2012). 
Understanding which disconnection is affiliated with dissatisfaction as well as satisfaction would be of 
benefit to understand and explain the results of the survey.               
Tables were designed to measure the frequency of positively and negatively coded responses 
against the reform questions. A separate table was created for each disconnection. The results of each 
table below offer information that speak to the level of disconnection indicated by the survey results.  
Instrumental Disconnection 
The questionnaire included five questions (Items 6, 10, 15, 19, and 23) designed to measure the 
levels of possible instrumental disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the five questions, four were 
Likert-style questions and were tabled to indicate the percentages of instrumental disconnections 
throughout the 2017 educational reforms. One additional question was a yes or no question, giving 
further information about instrumental disconnections in Hong Kong kindergartens. The participant 
responses related to instrumental connection can be found below in Table 5 (Table of Responses 











Question 6 of the survey asked if teachers felt they had enough space, time, and resources 
available to provide a play-based learning environment. These environmental factors would indicate 
the level of practical and tangible ability to provide play engagements in classrooms. Of the 19 
participants who responded to this question:  
• One respondent (5%) strongly disagreed to that their environment was adequate for play.  
• Two respondents (11%) disagreed that their environment was adequate for play. 
Table 5. Table of Responses Indicating Possible Instrumental Disconnection 
 
Survey Results Related to Instrumental Disconnections 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 











Count 1 2 10 6 - 19 - 
% 5% 11% 53% 32% -    







grade 1 exams 
Count - 3 2 4 - 9 10 
%  33% 22% 44%    





Count 2 7 8 2 - 19 - 
% 11% 37% 42% 11%    




due to Free 
Kindergarten 
Scheme 
Count 1 - 2 4 - 7 12 
% 14%  29% 57%    
         
Totals Count 4 11 22 16 - 53 22 
 % 7.5% 21% 42% 30%    
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• Ten respondents (53%) had a neutral response about their environment being adequate for 
play. 
• Six respondents (32%) agreed that they had an environment conducive to play-based learning.  
• No respondents strongly agreed that their environments were conducive to play-based 
learning.  
 
Question 10 of the survey asked teachers to reflect on the newly reformed curriculum guidelines 
(HKGOV, 2017), and indicate whether they were satisfied with the curriculum’s ability to prepare 
students for the Hong Kong grade 1 entrance exams. According to the instrumental disconnection 
description (Walker, 2004, 2010), providing the resources to fulfill reforms is a necessary component 
of a successful educational reform. A satisfactory curriculum guideline would, therefore, be required. 
Because some of the participants worked in schools that did not use the optional 2017 Hong Kong 
curriculum guideline document, only nine participants responded to this question. Of the nine 
respondents to this question: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed with the curriculum guideline documents ability to prepare 
students for Grade 1.  
• Three respondents (33%), disagreed with the curriculum guideline document’s ability to 
prepare students for Grade 1.  
• Two respondents (22%), indicated a neutral response to the curriculum guideline document’s 
ability to prepare students for Grade 1. 
• Four respondents (44%), agreed that the curriculum guideline document was able to prepare 
students for Grade 1.  
• No respondents strongly agreed with the curriculum guideline document’s ability to prepare 
students for Grade 1.  
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Question 19 of the survey requested participant’s views on the provision of early childhood 
education (ECE) related professional development opportunities in Hong Kong, either government 
provided or otherwise. As the second of the three 2017 educational reforms prescribed 60 hours of 
professional development for every teacher spanning over 3 academic years, it was relevant to 
understand the accessibility for teachers in achieving these expectations. Referring again to Walker’s 
Disconnections Theory, provision for reforms is foundational to a successful reform (2004, 2010).  OF 
the 19 responses to this question:  
• Two respondents (11%) strongly disagreed that it was easy to find ECE related professional 
development opportunities in Hong Kong.  
• Seven respondents (37%) disagreed that it was easy to find ECE related professional 
development opportunities in Hong Kong.  
• Eight respondents (42%) indicated a neutral response to their feeling of ease when finding ECE 
related professional development opportunities in Hong Kong.  
• Two respondents (11%) agreed that it was easy to find ECE related professional development 
opportunities in Hong Kong.  
• No respondents strongly agreed that it was easy to find ECE related professional development 
opportunities in Hong Kong.  
 
A further question, Question 15, related to the educational reform of professional development in 
Hong Kong, asked teachers to reflect on whether they had used the government provided services for 
attending professional development as well as the provisions for financial support (HKGOV, 2019b, 
2018a).  
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 Question 15 was written as a yes or no question and all 19 participants responded. The responses 
indicated a 100% no answer, with zero teachers having used any of the government provided 
professional development systems or refunds.  
The final question in Section C related to the third educational reform, the Free Kindergarten 
Scheme (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV 2018b, 2019a). The question asked if teachers were more relaxed and 
less stressed since the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. Because the respondents indicated 
that not every school had chosen to use the new scheme. Of the seven participants that responded to 
this question: 
• One respondent (14%) strongly disagreed that their level of relaxation had improved after the 
adoption of the new Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• No respondents disagreed that their level of relaxation had improved after the adoption of 
the new Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Two respondents (29%) indicated a neutral response to any change in level of relaxation had 
improved after the adoption of the new Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
• Four respondents (57%) agreed that the adoption of the new Free Kindergarten Scheme had 
improved their level of relaxation.  
• No respondents strongly agreed that their level of relaxation had improved after the adoption 
of the new Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
 
The results indicate that the majority of respondents, 42%, had neutral feelings toward the 
instrumental disconnections related to the 2017 kindergarten educational reforms in Hong Kong. 
When combined with the strongly disagree and disagree selections, the result is 70% negative or 
neutral, identifying a moderate instrumental disconnection. 
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Intellectual Disconnection 
In the questionnaire, six questions (items 7, 11, 18, 21, 22, and 35), were all used to suggest the 
levels of intellectual disconnection in the Hong Kong kindergarten system (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
Intellectual disconnection can be described as the flow of the reforms and how well they work together 
(Walker, 2004). Questions 11, 22, and 35 were measured using a Likert-style scale and have been cross-
tabulated to show the strength of each disconnection. Additionally, question 7 was a yes or no question 
giving information about the percentage of use of the New Hong Kong curriculum guideline document 
(HKGOV, 2017), and question 21 was a yes or no question giving information about the percentage of 
use of the New Free Kindergarten Scheme (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2018b, 2019a).  The participant 





























Question 7 in the survey was a yes or no question and asked participants whether or not their 
school used the 2017 Hong Kong curriculum guideline document. As the document was optional for 
schools to use to create their own learning expectations, not all local schools had opted to use the 
guidelines (HKGOV, 2017). Of the 19 respondents who answered question 7: 
• Eight (42%) indicated that their school did use the curriculum guidelines.  
• Eleven (58%) indicated that their school did not use the curriculum guidelines.  
 
Table 6. Table of Responses Indicating Possible Intellectual Disconnection 
 
Survey Results Related to Intellectual Disconnections 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 







11. I am 
confident 
that I teach 







Count - 2 2 5 - 9 10 
% 
 
22% 22% 56% 
   










Count 1 2 1 3 - 7 12 





how I am 
able to teach 
in the 
classroom 
Count - 4 4 9 2 19 - 
%  21% 21% 47% 11%  
 
         
Totals Count 1 8 7 17 2 35 22 
 % 2.5% 23% 20% 49% 5.5%   
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Not having all schools universally use the same document is one indication of intellectual 
disconnection because grade level expectations will continue to vary from school to school and 
competition levels will likely continue (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Nguyen et al., 2006; Pearson & Rao, 2006).  
 
Question 11 asked whether or not the curriculum guide document and the participants’ personal 
perspectives allowed teachers to feel confident in their ability to teach their grade level expectations 
with confidence. Intellectual disconnection refers to the level of connection between each reform 
(Walker, 2004). The level to which the educational reforms all support each other, flow together, and 
are conceptually understood as being beneficial by stakeholders can predict the reforms’ overall success 
(Walker, 2004). Teacher satisfaction of the curriculum guideline document would be one indication that 
the curriculum reform was designed well to fit into the Hong Kong context. Of the nine respondents who 
answered question 11:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed that their level of confidence in reaching their student’s 
academic expectations had improved using the curriculum guideline document.  
• Two respondents (22%) disagreed that their level of confidence in reaching their student’s 
academic expectations had improved using the curriculum guideline document.  
• Two respondents (22%) indicated a neutral response to the question of their confidence level in 
reaching their student’s academic expectations using the curriculum guideline document.  
• Five respondents (56%) agreed that their level of confidence in reaching their student’s 
academic expectations had improved using the curriculum guideline document. 
• No respondents strongly agreed that their level of confidence in reaching their student’s 
academic expectations had improved using the curriculum guideline document. 
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Question 18 related to the professional development educational reform (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b). 
The question asked respondents to indicate the level of difficulty they felt in finding appropriate early 
childhood education professional development in Hong Kong. Question 18 was bypassed and 
consequently not responded to; however, because question 15, a yes or no question, was set to bypass 
this entire section of responses if participants had not attended any professional development provided 
by the Hong Kong Education Bureau. As question 15 had a zero-response rate, questions 16 through 18 
consequently also have a zero-response rates. 
Question 21 of the survey was a yes or no question asking participants to indicate whether or not 
their schools had adopted the Free Kindergarten Scheme. The level of use of the scheme demonstrates 
how well schools feel it complements the current payment system as well as the two other educational 
reforms (Walker, 2004). Of the 19 respondents who answered question 21:  
• Seven (37%) indicated that their school had adopted the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Twelve (63%) indicated that their school had not adopted the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
 
Question 22 pertained to the Free Kindergarten Scheme and asked teachers if they felt lower 
academic expectations for their students following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme 
(Cremer, 2018; HKGOV 2018a, 2019b). If the Free Kindergarten Scheme was well aligned with the new 
kindergarten guideline document (HKGOV, 2017) and teacher professional development (HKGOV, 
2018b, 2019a), a correlated response should occur in the form of reasonable academic expectations for 
students. Of the seven responses to question 22:  
• One respondent (14%) strongly disagreed that their students had lower academic expectations 
following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Two respondents (29%) disagreed that their students had lower academic expectations 
following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
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• One respondent (14%) indicated a neutral response toward their student’s academic 
expectations following the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Three respondents (43%) agreed that their students had lower academic expectations following 
the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• No respondents strongly agreed that their students had lower academic expectations following 
the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
 
Question 35 pertains to both educational reforms and educational pedagogy and has been analyzed 
under the lens cultural disconnection further down in this chapter (see page 135). The question states: 
My personal beliefs match how I am able to teach in the classroom. Teachers who are able to teach in 
their classrooms in a way they want to are examples of a non-restrictive and well-functioning system 
that works well together (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Nicolopoulou, 2010). Teachers who are told what to do 
at all time and do not have creative license are less likely to feel autonomy within their classroom and 
are not likely teaching to their personal educational beliefs (Yuen, 2005). This can affect a teachers’ 
efficacy and enjoyment. All 19 participants responded to this question. The results indicated:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed that their personal beliefs about education matched the way 
they taught in the classroom. 
• Four respondents (21%) disagreed that their personal beliefs about education matched the way 
they taught in the classroom.  
• Four respondents (21%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not they 
were able to teach to their personal educational beliefs.  
• Nine respondents (47%) agreed that they their personal beliefs about education matched the 
way they taught in the classroom.  
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• Two respondents (11%) strongly agreed that their personal beliefs about education matched the 
way they taught in the classroom.  
 
The intellectual disconnection was found to be at a moderate level, as a low majority, 55%, indicated 
positive responses compared to the 45% of responses indicating negative or neutral views. This result 
indicates that the Hong Kong kindergarten system has a possible moderate intellectual disconnection. 
Political Disconnection 
In the questionnaire two Likert-style questions and two poll-type questions (items 9, 16, 17, and 
20), were used to suggest possible levels of political disconnection, which is a disconnection of the 
intention of the reform from a political standpoint (Walker, 2004). Few aspects of the educational 
reforms directly related to a potential political disconnection. Questions 16 and 17 contained zero-
responses as they were bypassed after question 15 indicated a zero-response rate of participants who 
had used the Government professional development program. Therefore, only two questions, questions 
9 and 20, were able to be tabled. The participant responses regarding possible political disconnection 





















Question 9, related to the reform of the curriculum guideline document, asked participants to 
indicate whether or not they felt that they had a high understanding of appropriate expectations for the 
age level they taught. A kindergarten teachers’ understanding of what appropriate practice is for each 
age group would stem from the education, culture, and expectations of their school and principal. 
Teachers who are not confident, or who are confident but mis-informed, demonstrate a political 
disconnection. Of the 9 participants who responded to this question:  
• One respondent (11) strongly disagreed that they felt confident that they were teaching 
appropriate skills for their intended age group.  
• Two respondents (22%) disagreed that they felt confident that they were teaching appropriate 
skills for their intended age group.  
Table 7. Table of Responses Indicating Possible Political Disconnection 
 
Survey Results Related to Political Disconnections 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 













for the age 
level I teach. 
Count 1 2 4 2 - 9 10 
% 11% 22% 44% 22%    







Count 3 6 5 3 2 19 - 
% 16% 32% 26% 16% 11%   
 
Totals 
        
Count 4 8 9 5 2 28 10 
% 14% 29% 32% 18% 7%   
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• Four respondents (44%) indicated a neutral response to their confidence that they were 
teaching appropriate skills for their intended age group.  
• Two respondents (22%) agreed that they field confident that they were teaching appropriate 
skills for their intended age group.  
• No respondents strongly agreed to feeling confident that they were teaching appropriate skills 
for their intended age group.  
 
Question 20 related to the educational reform pertaining to teacher professional development and 
asked if participants felt supported and encouraged to pursue professional development (PD) 
opportunities. Because the Hong Kong Education Bureau prescribed a mandatory number of PD hours as 
well as a timeline, they must follow through by not only providing opportunities for teachers to obtain 
these PD hours but publicizing these opportunities and encouraging kindergartens to share the 
opportunities (Walker, 2004). If teachers are unaware of their opportunities, or if kindergarten principals 
do not encourage staff to attend sessions provided by the Hong Kong Education Bureau, it would 
indicate a political disconnection between the leadership making a policy but not following through 
(Walker, 2004). All 19 participants responded to this question:  
• Three respondents (16%) strongly disagreed to being encouraged to participate in professional 
development.  
• Six respondents (32%) disagreed to being encouraged to participate in professional 
development.  
• Five respondents (26%) indicated a neutral stance on being encouraged to participate in 
professional development.  
• Three respondents (16%) agreed to being encouraged to participate in professional 
development.  
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• Two respondents (11%) strongly agreed to being encouraged to participate in professional 
development.  
 
Question 16 asked participants how many hours of professional development they had actually 
taken in since September 2017. However, this question was bypassed due to question 15 having a zero-
response rate and therefore, question 16 also carries a zero-response rate. Question 17 was bypassed as 
well and asked participants if they had applied for or received a Course Refund for Teachers, which is 
the refund allocated for teachers who take PD and must be submitted by a principal on behalf of the 
Teacher (HKGOV, 2018b). A zero-response rate or negative response rate to either or both of these 
questions would indicate a political disconnection as teachers were not aware of or able to access the 
desired amounts of professional development. 
The results of political disconnections show a high-moderate disconnection with a 75% negative 
result with 75% of responses being negative or neutral. These results indicate a strong political 
disconnection regarding professional development in the Hong Kong education system.  
Cultural Disconnection  
Cultural disconnections were analyzed as both (a) possible causes for the levels of educational 
reform success and (b) an additional analysis of pedagogy, which may influence the implementation of 
play-based learning in Hong Kong. In section C of this survey, the kindergarten educational reforms were 
reviewed under the lens of cultural disconnection and only 2 questions were coded using the Likert scale 
in this section (Walker 2004, 2010). Further questions related to cultural disconnections were found in 
Section D of the survey. In this section, two questions (items 12 and 24) were used to identify the level 
of cultural disconnection related to the Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms. The responses to 
these questions can be found in Table 8 below (Survey Results Related to Cultural Disconnections). 
 




Question 12 asks teachers to reflect on parent feedback in various forms to share their opinion of 
how they feel parents responded to the curriculum guideline document. According to teachers, the 
expectations and work that they produced was generally quite well received by parents. An 
understanding of teachers’ opinions of parents will indicate the level to which the school caters to the 
parents’ academic expectations for their children and can indicate a cultural disconnection (Chan & 
Chan, 2003; Cheng, 2010; Lam et al., 2002). Of the nine participants who answered this question:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed that parents were happy and satisfied with the academic 
skills their children were receiving.  
Table 8. Table of Responses Indicating Possible Cultural Disconnections 
 
Survey Results Related to Cultural Disconnections 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 
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% 6%  38% 44% 13%   
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• No respondents disagreed that parents were happy and satisfied with the academic skills their 
children were receiving.  
• Four respondents (44%) indicated a neutral opinion regarding parents’ feelings about the 
academic skills their children were receiving.  
• Four respondents (44%) agreed that parents were happy and satisfied with the academic skills 
their children were receiving.  
• One respondent (11%) strongly agreed that parents were happy and satisfied with the academic 
skills their children were receiving.  
 
Question 24 stems from the third educational reform, the Free Kindergarten Scheme, and whether 
or not it directly influenced the use of play-based learning in the classroom. The Free Kindergarten 
Scheme would be a successful educational reform if the amount of academic stress decreased and the 
amount of play-based learning increased. If the Free Kindergarten Scheme is unsuccessful, it may 
indicate that the competitive desire for children to achieve high academic outcomes continued to 
influence parents and administrators. Of the seven participants who responded:  
• One respondent (14%) strongly disagreed that improvement with the integration of play has 
occurred since the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• No respondents disagreed that any improvement with the integration of play has occurred since 
the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Two respondents (29%) indicated that they feel a neutral response to the improvement with the 
integration of play that has occurred since the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
• Three respondents (43%) agreed that improvement with the integration of play has occurred 
since the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme.  
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• One respondent (14%) strongly agreed that improvement with the integration of play has 
occurred since the adoption of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. 
 
Regarding the cultural disconnection related to the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten educational 
reforms, the results favour a positive result with 57% of responses being positive. With only a moderate 
level of disconnection, a cultural disconnection does not appear to have a strong influence on the 
effectiveness of the three 2017 educational reforms in Hong Kong kindergartens.  
Communication Disconnection 
Three questions (items 8, 13, and 14), were used to suggest possible communication 
disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010). This disconnection refers to the actual ways that educational 
reforms were communicated to the stakeholders as well as the level of understanding that the 
stakeholder has of the disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010). Two of the questions, 13 and 14, were 
related to professional development. As many professional development questions were bypassed due 
to the zero-response of question 15, they are important indicators of the level of communication 
regarding that particular portion of the educational reform. Question 8 relates to the reformed 
kindergarten curriculum guideline document (HKGOV, 2017). The participant responses related to a 
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Question 8, relating to the curriculum guidelines document, indicates the participants’ level of 
satisfaction with their understanding of appropriate teaching practices as prescribed by said 
document. It is pertinent for teachers to have quality modeling, guidance, and understanding of their 
requirements (Cheng, 2010; Sandberg & Heden, 2011; Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). In this case, leadership 
could be offered by either the Hong Kong Education Bureau on a wide scale, or by the school principal 
on a smaller scale. If teachers are not confident with their expectations and approaches to learning, 
this would indicate a communication disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 9 participants who 
responded to this question:  
Table 9.  Table of Responses Indicating a Possible Communication Disconnection 
 
Survey Results Related to Communication Disconnections 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 















Count 2 1 3 3 - 9 10 
% 22% 11% 33% 33%    






school year.  
Count 2 4 8 5 - 19 - 
% 11% 21% 42% 26%    
14. My school 
has made me 
aware of the 
online locations 





Count 5 6 8 - - 19 - 




Count 9 11 19 8  47 10 
% 19% 23% 40% 20%    
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• Two respondents (22%) strongly disagreed that the curriculum guideline document provides 
them with a strong understanding of age-appropriate teaching practice.  
• One respondent (11%) disagreed that the curriculum guideline document provides them with 
a strong understanding of age-appropriate teaching practice.  
• Three respondents (33%) indicated a neutral response regarding their opinion about the 
curriculum guideline document’s ability to provide strong understanding of age-appropriate 
practice.  
• Three respondents (33%) agreed that the curriculum guideline document provides them with 
a strong understanding of age-appropriate teaching practice.  
• No respondents strongly agreed that the curriculum guideline document provides them with a 
strong understanding of age-appropriate teaching practice.  
 
Question 13 asked respondents to reflect on their academic year (2018-2019) and indicate 
whether or not they were satisfied with the level of professional development offered to them. 
Because the Hong Kong Education Bureau mandated that teachers to partake in 60 hours of 
professional development over 3 years (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b), schools have to either support 
teachers in navigating this government-provided PD or provide it to teachers in their school setting. 
Failing to do so would indicate a communication disconnection as teacher or schools are not fully 
aware of expectations. Of the 19 participants who responded to this question:  
 
• Two respondents (11%) strongly disagreed that their school had provided them with relevant 
PD throughout the academic year.  
• Four respondents (21%) disagreed that their school had provided them with relevant PD 
throughout the academic year.  
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• Eight respondents (42%) indicated a neutral response that their school had provided them 
with relevant PD throughout the academic year.  
• Five respondents (26%) agreed that their school had provided them with relevant PD 
throughout the academic year.  
• No respondents strongly agreed that their school had provided them with relevant PD 
throughout the academic year.  
 
Question 14 directs participants to reflect on whether they have been made aware of the T-Surf 
website and other potential PD opportunities in Hong Kong (T-Surf, 2019). Teachers will require access 
to PD in order to meet their requirements. The Hong Kong Education Bureau created the T-Surf website 
for teachers to sign up for government-provided educational workshops (T-Surf, 2019). Schools, 
principals, and the Hong Kong Education Bureau should encourage teachers to use these available 
resources. If teachers are not aware of these resources, it would indicate a communication 
disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 participants who responded to question 14:  
• Five respondents (26%) strongly disagreed that their school had made them aware of the PD 
resources available to them.  
• Six respondents (32%) disagreed that their school had made them aware of the PD resources 
available to them. 
• Eight respondents (42%) indicated a neutral response that their school had made them aware of 
the PD resources available to them.  
• No respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their school had made them aware of the PD 
resources available to them.  
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A communication disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010), is strongly indicated with 82% of responses 
being negative or neutral. This showed a severe communication disconnection based on the success 
criteria for this study. This disconnection allows for better understanding of some of the breakdowns in 
the Hong Kong kindergarten system organizational structure.  
Pairing a high level of political disconnection with a high level of communication disconnection 
suggests that the Hong Kong educational reforms of 2017 were not completely successful (HKGOV, 
2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). This finding requires further analysis.   
Analysis of Results related to the Disconnections Theory and Pedagogy 
In Section D of the survey, twelve questions (items 25 through 37) were designed to better 
understand Hong Kong kindergarten teachers’ beliefs, values, and pedagogy. Sandberg and Heden 
(2011), assert that teachers raised in the Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) may have difficulty with 
several components of play-based learning because of the stark differences from their traditional CHC 
practices and educational beliefs. Pedagogy is a vital component of how a teacher runs their classroom 
(Cheng, 2010), and to implement play-based learning effectively, a teacher would have to not only 
understand, but also agree with the foundational elements of play as an educational method (Cheng, 
2010). Understanding kindergarten teachers’ beliefs about play-based learning in Hong Kong will allow 
for a better understanding of ways to move forward in the Hong Kong kindergarten system.  
Questions 25 through 37 were exclusively connected to instrumental and cultural disconnections 
(Walker, 2004. 2010). An instrumental disconnection is a disconnection with the tangible and practical 
elements involved in educational reform (Walker, 2004). Teachers’ knowledge and understanding of 
what play-based learning is associated with an instrumental component in its implementation. Whether 
kindergarten teachers believe that play is appropriate for school and beneficial for student outcomes 
suggests a cultural component in the success of play-based learning in Hong Kong kindergartens. 
Questions were designed and analyzed to identify any disconnections in instrumental practices or 
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cultural beliefs that might continue to hinder the implementation of play-based learning in Hong Kong 
kindergarten.  
Instrumental Disconnection 
The questionnaire included six questions (items 25, 26, 28, 29, 32, and 33) that were used to 
identify possible instrumental disconnections related to the pedagogy of Hong Kong’s kindergarten 
teachers (Walker, 2004, 2010). The responses were placed in Table 10 (Survey Results Related to 
Instrumental Disconnection Pertaining to Pedagogy) based on frequency of each response. All 19 
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Question 25 asked teachers if they felt knowledgeable and confident using student-directed play as 
a teaching method in the classroom. Teaching early childhood teachers to use play as an educational 
strategy is one of the more challenging components of incorporating play-based learning into 
classrooms (Hewes, 2006). Asking teachers to reflect on their own level of knowledge regarding play-
Table 10.  Table of Responses Analyzing Possible Instrumental Disconnections Related to Pedagogy 
 
Survey Results Related to Instrumental Disconnections Pertaining to Pedagogy 
  Strongly 
Disagree 








play as a teaching 
method. 
Count - 3 3 9 4 19 
%  16% 16% 47% 21%  




Count - - 1 6 12 19 
%   5% 32% 63%  
28. Children in my 
class are 
encouraged to learn 
at their own 
developmental 
pace. 
Count - 1 2 12 4 19 
%  5% 11% 63% 21%  
29. Children in my 
class are happy and 
relaxed while 
learning. 
Count - - 4 9 6 19 
%   21% 47% 32%  
32. Children can 
learn just as much 
in play as with 
teacher-led 
methods. 
Count 1 2 4 9 3 19 
% 5% 11% 21% 47% 16%  
33. Children can 
develop skill and 
knowledge at a 
developmentally 
appropriate pace 
when they can play 
and explore topics 
of interest to them. 
Count - 1 1 13 4 19 
















% 0.8% 6% 13% 51% 29%  
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strategies can expose an instrumental disconnection in teachers’ confidence to use play strategies in 
their classroom (Walker, 2004). Of the 19 participants who answered question 25: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed that they are knowledgeable and confident using student-
directed play as a teaching method in their classroom.  
• Three respondents (16%) disagreed that they are knowledgeable and confident using student-
directed play as a teaching method in their classroom.  
• Three respondents (16%) indicated a neutral response to whether they are knowledgeable and 
confident using student-directed play as a teaching method in their classroom.  
• Nine participants (47%) agreed that they are knowledgeable and confident using student-
directed play as a teaching method in their classroom.  
• Four participants (21%) strongly agreed that they are knowledgeable and confident using 
student-directed play as a teaching method in their classroom.  
 
Question 26 asks teachers of their opinion that play is a valuable component of education. Without 
understanding the full benefits of play in education, teachers may not feel that play-based learning is 
relevant or important.  Wang et al (2008) shared their finding that “Teachers with higher general 
education levels agreed more with child-initiated learning beliefs and less with teacher-directed/basic 
skills training beliefs” (p. 242). The level of individual teachers’ training may therefore impact the 
amount of play-based learning happening in their classrooms. Teachers who are expected to incorporate 
play-based learning naturally have to be able to recognize its importance, which may indicate that lower 
levels of education might lead to an instrumental disconnection with specific teachers and classrooms 
(Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 participants who responded to question 26: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed that play was a valuable component of 
education.  
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• One respondent (5%) indicated that they felt neutrally toward play being a valuable component 
of education.  
• Six respondents (32%) agreed that play was a valuable component of education.  
• Twelve respondents (63%) strongly agreed that play was a valuable component of education.  
 
Question 28 asked teachers to reflect on their school mandates and expectations to indicate 
whether or not they are meant to push students to reach a certain outcome, or whether students can 
achieve learning at an individualised developmental pace. Play-based learning is founded on student 
interest and time (Haas et al., 2016; Healy, 2004; Hirshpasek & Golinkoff, 2003; Nicolopoulou, 2010). 
There are negative outcomes to pushing students too quickly into academics (Loeb et al. 2007; 
Magnuson et al., 2007). If schools are pushing to achieve high academic outcomes which can appear to 
be impressive to parents, they may be doing so at the expense of play (Fleer, 2011). This would be an 
instrumental disconnection as it is not possible to effectively incorporate play-based learning and still 
maintain overly high academic expectations for young children (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 
participants who responded to question 28: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their own 
developmental pace.  
• One respondent (5%) disagreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their own 
developmental pace.  
• Two respondents (11%) indicated a neutral response to whether they disagreed that their 
students were encouraged to learn at their own developmental pace.  
• Twelve respondents (63%) agreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their own 
developmental pace.  
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• Four participants (21%) strongly agreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their 
own developmental pace.  
 
Question 29 asks if teachers felt that their students were happy and relaxed while learning. Student 
stress is an indicator that early childhood practices may not be appropriate or effective (Elkind, 2001). If 
children are stressed it would be the antithesis of effective play-based learning; and would therefore, be 
an instrumental disconnection (Walker, 2004). Of the 19 participants who responded to question 29: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed that their students were happy and relaxed 
while learning at school.  
• Four respondents (21%) indicated a neutral response regarding their students being happy and 
relaxed while learning at school.  
• Nine respondents (47%) agreed that their students were happy and relaxed while learning at 
school.   
• Six respondents (32%) strongly agreed that their students were happy and relaxed while 
learning at school.  
 
Question 32 is a measure of teachers’ education, training, and understanding of play-based learning, 
asking if teacher’s feel that students can learn just as much in play as they can in a more traditional 
manner. Teacher training is the most likely variable to have influence over this educational belief (Wang 
et al., 2008); and therefore, fewer years of post-secondary training may leave teachers and their 
classrooms open to an instrumental disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 participants who 
responded to question 32: 
• One respondent (5%) strongly disagreed to the statement that children can learn just as much in 
play as they can using more traditional methods.  
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• Two respondents (11%) disagreed to the statement that children can learn just as much in play 
as they can using more traditional methods.  
• Four respondents (21%) indicated a neutral response to the statement that children can learn 
just as much in play as they can using more traditional methods.  
• Nine respondents (47%) agreed to the statement that children can learn just as much in play as 
they can using more traditional methods.  
• Three respondents (16%) strongly agreed to the statement that children can learn just as much 
in play as they can using more traditional methods.  
 
Question 33 is a similar question to question 32 but is a more general statement. Teachers who 
recognize the importance of play in education would also feel that students make academic progress 
while being exposed to play-based learning strategies (Elkind, 2001; Healy 2004; Hirsh-Pasek, 2003; 
Whitebread, 2012). To disagree and continue to strive to incorporate play would indicate an 
instrumental disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 participants who responded to question 33: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed that children could learn at a developmentally appropriate 
pace though play-based learning.  
• One respondent (5%) disagreed that children could learn at a developmentally appropriate pace 
though play-based learning.  
• One respondent (5%) indicated a neutral belief that children could learn at a developmentally 
appropriate pace through play-based learning.  
• Thirteen respondents (68%) agreed that children could learn at a developmentally appropriate 
pace through play-based learning.  
• Four respondents (21%) strongly agreed that children could learn at a developmentally 
appropriate pace through play-based learning.  
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With 80% positive responses of ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’, it is unlikely that there are any more than 
low-level instrumental disconnections in the pedagogy local Hong Kong kindergarten teachers. Though 
several had differing views, the percentage of responses coded as positive indicates that participants in 
this study have been educated well on the benefits and strategies of play-based learning (Wang et al., 
2008).   
Cultural Disconnection 
The second most historically prominent disconnection for Hong Kong kindergartens has been 
cultural (Walker, 2004). With pedagogies deeply ingrained in the Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC), 
educational practices in Hong Kong have traditionally favoured rote learning and didactic, teacher-
centered instruction (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Leung, 2010). Teachers raised in Confucian Heritage Culture 
can often have difficulty recognizing the benefits of play in education (Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). 
Teachers who doubt the benefits of play are not likely to well versed in play strategies. Though this 
cultural disconnection has hindered play-based learning in the past (Cheng, 2000), through well-
developed post-secondary instruction and strong leadership, new cultural understanding can develop. 
By asking current teachers about their educational beliefs, the strength of continued ties to the 
traditional Confucian Heritage Culture values can be better understood.  
Five Likert-style questions and two additional multiple choice with multiple response questions 
allow for the analysis of the participant’s pedagogical beliefs (items 26, 27, 28, 31, 32, 34, and 35). 
Questions 26, 27, 28, 31 and 35 were Likert-style questions which have been documented in Table 11 
(Survey Results Related to Cultural Disconnections Pertaining to Pedagogy, see page 133). Questions 31 
and 34 are both multiple choice questions with the ability for participants to select multiple answers 
based on their beliefs about play in the school. Of the 5 Likert-style questions, questions 26, 28, 32, and 
35 all pertain to multiple disconnections when viewed with a different lens (Walker, 2004). In this 
section they are being analyzed exclusively from a pedagogical cultural perspective. 
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Question 26 asks teachers to evaluate their level of belief that play is a valuable component of 
education. In the previous analysis of this question, the recognition that play-based learning holds value 
was attributed to higher levels of post-secondary education (Wang et al., 2008). In this analysis, 
teacher’s beliefs about play are attributed to their personal ties to the educational beliefs held in the 
Confucian Heritage Culture. The Confucian Heritage Culture asserts that play can be a nuisance that 
Table 11.   Table of Responses Analyzing Possible Cultural Disconnections Related to Pedagogy   
 
Survey Results Related to Cultural Disconnections Pertaining to Pedagogy 
 
  Strongly 
Disagree 








Count - - 1 6 12 19 
%   5% 32% 63%  
27. Depth and 






Count - - 1 6 12 19 
%   5% 32% 63%  
28. Children in 
my class are 
encouraged to 




Count - 1 2 12 4 19 
%  5% 11% 63% 21%  
32. Children 
can learn just 
as much in 
play as with 
teacher-led 
methods. 
Count 1 2 4 9 3 19 




how I am able 
to teach in the 
classroom 
Count - 4 4 9 2 19 





1 7 12 42 33 95 
% 1% 7% 13% 44% 35%  
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does not belong in an educational setting (Leung, 2010). The teachers’ level of belief in the CHC 
educational practices is incongruent with the pedagogy of play-based learning and would indicate a 
cultural disconnection (Walker, 2004). Of the 19 participants who responded to question 26: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed that play was a valuable component of 
education.  
• One respondent (5%) indicated that they felt neutrally toward play being a valuable component 
of education.  
• Six respondents (32%) agreed that play was a valuable component of education.  
• Twelve respondents (63%) strongly agreed that play was a valuable component of education.  
 
Question 27 asks teachers to agree or disagree to the statement that depth and quality of play is a 
determining factor in the success of play-based learning. The belief that play-based learning is not only 
beneficial, but teachers have the ability to promote academic outcomes and functional skills through 
design and facilitation can indicate a deeper pedagogical understanding of play by teachers (King, 1986).  
If participant’s responses indicate that they do not recognize depth and quality of play to be a factor in 
learning, it would indicate a cultural disconnection, as depth and quality of play are foundational to the 
play-based learning pedagogy (King, 1986; Walker, 2004). Of the 19 participants who responded to 
question 27:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed that depth and quality of play influenced the 
level of student learning in their classroom.  
• One respondent (5%), indicated a neutral belief that depth and quality of play influenced the 
level of student learning in their classroom.  
• Six respondents (32%) agreed that depth and quality of play influenced the level of student 
learning in their classroom.  
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• Twelve respondents (63%) strongly agreed that depth and quality of play influenced the level of 
student learning in their classroom.  
 
Question 28 asks teachers if their students were encouraged to learn at their own developmental 
pace. This question was previously analyzed as a potential instrumental disconnection whereby school 
mandates influence students’ academic requirements and pressures teachers to meet these 
expectations (Fiore, 2012; Fung & Cheng, 2012). A cultural disconnection is also possible if a teacher 
believes that children are meant to be taught and should learn what they are asked to in the manner 
they are asked to. In this case, a teacher would be considered to be the center of the classroom, taking a 
‘power-distance’ CHC approach to education as explained in Chapter 2 (Nguyen et al., 2006, see pages 
58-59). As play-based learning views the teacher as a facilitator and the child as capable of learning 
based on their readiness and interest (Barblette, 2010), a traditional teacher-led perspective would 
indicate a cultural disconnection that is not conducive to leading play-based learning in the classroom 
(Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 participants who responded to question 28: 
• No respondents strongly disagreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their own 
developmental pace.  
• One respondent (5%) disagreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their own 
developmental pace.  
• Two respondents (11%) indicated a neutral response to whether they felt that their students 
were encouraged to learn at their own developmental pace.  
• Twelve respondents (63%) agreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their own 
developmental pace.  
• Four participants (21%) strongly agreed that their students were encouraged to learn at their 
own developmental pace.  
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Question 32 asks teachers to reflect on whether they believe students can learn just as much in play 
as with other teaching strategies. This question was previously analyzed as an instrumental 
disconnection. Teachers with higher levels of education tend to have a greater understanding of the 
possible outcomes of play-based learning (Wang et al., 2008). It can, also be viewed as a cultural 
disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010), in that teachers who use play-based learning in their class have to 
hold a foundational belief that play is equal or greater to traditional means of education (King, 1986).  Of 
the 19 participants who responded to question 32: 
• One respondent (5%) strongly disagreed to the statement that children can learn just as much in 
play as they can using more traditional methods.  
• Two respondents (11%) disagreed to the statement that children can learn just as much in play 
as they can using more traditional methods.  
• Four respondents (21%) indicated a neutral response to the statement that children can learn 
just as much in play as they can using more traditional methods.  
• Nine respondents (47%) agreed to the statement that children can learn just as much in play as 
they can using more traditional methods.  
• Three respondents (16%) strongly agreed to the statement that children can learn just as much 
in play as they can using more traditional methods.  
 
Question 35 asks participants if their personal pedagogy matches what they’re able to do in the 
classroom. It was initially analyzed as an intellectual disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010) recognizing that 
if the 2017 educational reforms worked well together, then teachers would be in a situation where they 
held more autonomy over their classroom teaching methods. It can also be viewed as a cultural 
disconnection (Walker, 2004). Teacher’s pedagogy in a play-based classroom, should align with play-
based beliefs if they were running their classrooms the way they wanted. If this is not the case, it is 
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evidence of a cultural disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). Of the 19 participants who responded to 
question 35:  
• No respondents strongly disagreed that their personal beliefs about education matched the way 
they taught in the classroom. 
• Four respondents (21%) disagreed that their personal beliefs about education matched the way 
they taught in the classroom.  
• Four respondents (21%) indicated a neutral response to the question of whether or not they 
were able to tech to their personal educational beliefs.  
• Nine respondents (47%) agreed that they their personal beliefs about education matched the 
way they taught in the classroom.  
• Two respondents (11%) strongly agreed that their personal beliefs about education matched the 
way they taught in the classroom.  
 
Question 31 was not a Likert-style question, but a multiple-choice question that included the option 
for multiple responses for participants (Figure 1, Popularity of Play-Based Learning Strategies Used in 
Hong Kong Kindergarten Classrooms, see p. 138). The question asks participants to reflect on the types 
of teaching that happens in their classrooms. Play-based learning involves free choice and deep creative 
play (Bodrova, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978). Many teachers are known to use play as a reward activity to be 
done after their work (Cheng, 2010). Understanding the actual uses of play in a teacher’s classroom will 
lead to a deeper understanding of residual Confucian Heritage Culture beliefs being held by teachers 
and thereby additional information related to possible cultural disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
There was a total of 99 responses to this question which can be seen in Figure 1 below: 
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Figure 1. Graph of the Popularity of Play-Based Learning Strategies.  
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The majority of respondents Figure 1 (Popularity of Play-Based Learning Strategies Used in Hong 
Kong Kindergarten Classrooms, see p. 138) as seen in the first three columns, indicated that they believe 
in play as a part of education, but do not necessarily believe in the full benefits of a play-based learning 
system. Using fun and active methods to teach academic concepts or using play as a reward for focused 
academic work, is known to be conducive to learning (Cavanagh, 2001; Cheng, 2010; Koh, 2018); 
however, it does not align fully with play-based learning. For the purposes of this paper, play-based 
learning continues to be defined as:  
Students’ active selection of and inquiry into intentional, untimed, open-ended engagements designed 
around observed student interest (Aras, 2015; Bodrova, 2008; Bruner, 1983; Haas et al., 2016; Healy, 
2004; Hirshpasek & Golinkoff, 2003; Miller & Almon, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010). 
 
One fundamental component of play-based learning is student choice, another is open-ended 
engagements, and a third is that play-based learning does not follow a time constraint (Aras, 2015; 
Bodrova, 2008; Fleer, 2015; King, 1986). The results indicate the highest percentage of teachers use 
playful methods to teach academic content with 34 responses (34%) in the first three columns. 
However, as respondents could respond to multiple options in the question, yielding a total of 99 
selections, there are also teachers who likely teach some didactic content in a fun way, but also opt for a 
fully play-based program for a part of the day, which would include student choice and interest.  
Question 34, in similar fashion to question 31, can be used to understand the participants’ 
underlying pedagogies by analyzing components of their educational beliefs. The question states: 
“Children should play” and then offered seven potential multiple-choice responses. Again, multiple 
responses were allowed by each participant. The question could indicate a cultural disconnection 
(Walker, 2004 , 2010) if teachers beliefs about play in schools indicate that students should play for 
short or select time frames, their pedagogy would not align with that of play-based learning, unless 
those timeframes allowed for students to get into deep and uninterrupted play states (Aras, 2015; 
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Bodrova, 2008; Fleer, 2015; King, 1986). The responses can be found below in Figure 2 (Teachers 





Figure 2. Graph of Teachers’ Opinions of Appropriate Play-Time Durations 
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In question 34, there were only 22 responses, indicating that teachers’ pedagogies are more 
solidified regarding the length of play that they recognize than the styles of play that they prescribe to 
from question 31. The majority, with 6 responses, suggests that children should be able to play for one 
half of their school day, assumingly participating in more didactic instruction for the other half. This 
suggestion could allow for a balance between play-based learning and didactic instruction and would 
not necessarily be harmful for students, particularly if their classes were students over 5 years or 60 
months of age (Fuller et al., 2017; Drew & Mackie, 2011). The second most popular response, with five 
responses, suggests, that children should play as a reward for doing their prescribed work, and this 
pedagogy does suggest a moderate cultural disconnection (Cheng, 2010; Walker, 2004, 2010).  
Analysis of Open-Ended Responses  
This was a quantitative survey that used Likert-style questions, yes and no questions and two 
open-ended questions. The majority of quantitative research is done using questionnaires due to their 
ability to gain understanding of a situation in a minimally invasive manner (Boeren, 2018).  The short 
answer questions, number 36 and 37 offered contrasting information from that of the quantitative 
survey and were; therefore, meaningful additions to this research.  
Question 36 asked participants to offer opinions on system or program enhancements that 
could be made to improve the quality of play-based learning in their schools. The question would be 
able to identify inconsistencies in current programming, and reasons that participant teachers might be 
unsatisfied by the level of play-based learning in their kindergartens. The responses offered by teachers 
were categorized and measured based on their relation to one of Walker’s five disconnections (Walker, 
2004, 2010). After being categorized by disconnection type, the responses were tabulated and 
converted into a percentage. Sample responses were added to Table 12 (Responses from Hong Kong 
Kindergarten Teachers: Play-Based Learning Enhancement in Hong Kong), as examples for the types of 
comments that link to specific disconnections.   
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Table 12. Responses of Teachers’ Opinions to Improve Play-Based Learning 
 Responses from Hong Kong Kindergarten Teachers:  
Play-Based Learning Enhancement in Hong Kong  
 











“Change the primary education system. Play disappears after K1 due to the demands to gain entry into primary 
school”. 
 
“Children need to move more and need more opportunities for outdoor play, running around and exploring their 
environment. This is difficult in Hong Kong as there is a severe lack of space and outdoor play areas”.  
 
Intellectual 
“More focus on developing ‘soft skills’ at kindergarten age”. 
 
“Emphasize social skills, turn taking, developing imaginative and problem-solving skills through play and being a 
good friend. This is difficult in Hong Kong as there is a severe lack of space and outdoor play areas”. 
 





“Parents love the idea [of play-based learning] at first, then quickly demand strict academic teaching to ensure their 
child can interview well for admissions to their chosen primary school”. 
 
Cultural 
“Play-based practices are more catered towards international schools than local schools in HK. Local schools are 
more focused on books rather than IB or play-based”.  
Communication 
“More teacher agency and training” 
 
Note: The majority of the comments left apply to multiple disconnections. For the purposes of a clear visual, the above comments have been 
allocated to the most likely disconnection category; however, for the purpose of quantifying, the percentages have been calculated using all 
disconnection links.  
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The results of question 36 favour instrumental and political disconnections as being the largest 
concerns with incorporating play-based learning into their classrooms. Environment, resources, and 
academic expectations are indicated as reasons given for the instrumental disconnection (Walker, 2004, 
2010). Parent expectations are listed as the main reason for political disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). 
Though in the multiple-choice results, it was noted that parents were pleased with the programming 
and teachers seemed to feel that their students were relaxed learners, these comments allude to a 
more complicated reality.  
Question 37, also open-ended, asked teachers to share their thoughts regarding their own 
knowledge and confidence using play-based learning by asking what types of professional development 
they might appreciate. Table 13 (Responses from Kindergarten Teachers: Professional Development and 
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Table 13. Responses of Teachers’ Desired Professional Development Topics – Open-Ended Response 
Responses from Hong Kong Kindergarten Teachers: 
Professional Development and Desired Further Training  
 
 Instrumental Intellectual Political Cultural Communication 
Respondents’ 
concerns 
related to each 
disconnection 
38% 63% 25% 63% 75% 
Respondent Comments 
Instrumental 
“Play-based teaching demonstration”.  
 
“Explore E.R. [educational reform] system, more SEN [special educational needs] training.” 
Intellectual 
“More self-directed PD days”.  
 
“More personal development, more training and workshops”.  
Political 
 
“It would be helpful to know how to realistically implement play-based learning opportunities into the classroom 
for the children with the added pressures of having to squeeze everything else in (particularly the academic side of 
things!)”. 
Cultural 
“Time to meet with agents or teachers to discuss how to implement materials”.  
 
“I would rather our Teachers’ Development days be more diverse in terms of focusing in special needs and arts”. 
Communication 
“More information online about personal development play-based learning courses I can attend in Hong Kong.” 
 
“Play-based teaching demonstration”. 
Note: The majority of the comments left apply to multiple disconnections. For the purposes of a clear visual, the above comments have been 
allocated to the most likely disconnection category; however, for the purpose of quantifying, the percentages have been calculated using all 
disconnection links.  
 
 
The most common theme with the responses in question 37 was time. Teachers asked for more 
professional development, and more quality time to learn new skills. Teachers also asked for practical 
training in play-based teaching and learning. The majority of the responses were related to a 
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communication disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010) with 75% of respondents mentioning concerns that 
stem from communication disconnections including quality leadership and modeling, and awareness of 
professional development opportunities that participant teachers can access. Most comments in this 
section pertain to multiple disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010). Results were categorized to the closest 
possible disconnection.   
Summary of Analysis 
Each question in the survey was broken down by its correlated disconnection, tabulated, 
described, and analyzed. When measuring Likert-style questions, responses indicating strongly disagree, 
disagree, and neutral were measured as negative results, whereas responses indicating agree or 
strongly agree were measured as positive. These results were able to be referenced while addressing 
the success criteria for the survey results in chapter five of this research. Results for yes or no questions 
and multiple-choice questions were reviewed, and results were described using quantitative 
measurements. Open-ended questions were also reviewed and were able to be quantified by 
connecting each statement to a disconnection (Walker, 2004, 2010). The results were briefly explained 
and summarized both of these questions.  
Results in section B indicate a participant group with participants covering a wide variety of 
geographical locations, educational histories, and years of experience. Results for section C gave 
evidence for instrumental, political, and communication disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010), with 
communication the highest level of disconnection at 82% negative or neutral. Results for section D1 
indicate that teacher pedagogies are mostly in line with play-based learning, and only arguments for low 
or limited instrumental or cultural disconnections could be made. Section D2, open-ended responses, 
demonstrated high or moderate levels of disconnection in every category; however, regarding teachers’ 
desires to better their practice, instrumental and political disconnections. In their requests for 
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professional development, the communication disconnection ranked the highest, with intellectual and 













































The data analyzed in Chapter 4 revealed interesting results, which led to a clearer understanding 
of the complicated realities of implementing play-based learning in Hong Kong kindergartens. Though 
thorough research about play-based learning in Hong Kong has taken place and has addressed some of 
these topics, the level of implementation of play-based learning has been low (Cheng 2000, 2010; Leung 
2010; Wong & Rao, 2012). With a deeper understanding of the challenges with play-based learning in 
Hong Kong, it is possible that more tangible steps can be made toward its effective implementation by 
the Hong Kong Education Bureau and individual kindergartens.  
Discussion of Results Related to the Hong Kong Education Reforms 
Research Question A Discussion 
Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers notice a clear difference in their play-based classroom 
practice, or overall school experience following the implementation of the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten 
curriculum guideline document (HKGOV, 2017)? 
Six questions related to the curriculum guideline document and asked teachers to reflect on 
their satisfaction from a personal knowledge and confidence perspective as well as from a parent 
perspective regarding the level of play-based learning used in their classrooms. Table 1 in Chapter 4 
showed a 42% positive result, meaning that 42% of participant responses were selected as either agree 
or strongly agree, and suggest that the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten curriculum guideline document 
was moderately successful.   
Though the 2017 kindergarten curriculum guideline document made improvements for guiding 
teachers through the development of play-based learning engagements, professional development, 
peer modeling, and transformational leadership are all necessary in equipping teachers to be successful 
in any teaching practice (Cheng & Stimson, 2005; Kotter, 2012; Lee, 2001). Reliance on the kindergarten 
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curriculum guideline document, without the additional areas of support, has proved to be somewhat 
less effective than intended (Leung, 2010).   
The result of 42% positive and 58% negative or neutral responses indicates that though the new 
curriculum guide is a better-crafted document than its predecessor, further additions to the document 
or pairing the document with alternative forms of teacher support could raise the success level to a 
higher percentage.  
Research Question B Discussion 
Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers feel motivated to register for any of the newly developed 
Professional Development opportunities offered by the Hong Kong Education Bureau (HKGOV, 2018a, 
2019b)?  
Table 2 in chapter 4, summarizes the highly negative and neutral results related to kindergarten 
teacher’s perceptions of relevant professional development in Hong Kong. This overwhelming 
percentage of negative or neutral responses is likely due to the lack of awareness of professional 
development opportunities held by teachers (see Table 2, chapter 4). During the survey analysis, the 
challenge of the circulation of information was identified, as 100% of respondents were unaware of the 
PD opportunities provided to them. As part of the 2017 kindergarten educational reforms, the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau mandated that teachers attend 60 hours of professional development over 3 
years (HKGOV, 2018a, 2019b). As teachers were not aware of the Hong Kong Education Bureau’s 
professional development offerings, or of the Course Fee Refund available to them, they relied on the 
school administration to provide quality professional development opportunities. Teacher’s 
overwhelmingly responded that they were not given quality relevant professional development from 
their schools either, resulting in a community of teachers who were not receiving adequate 
development.  
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This communication gap suggests a problematic disconnection between government mandates 
and practical follow through for teachers. As was previously stated, teacher development and 
improvement rely on a number of components including the curriculum, modeling, and continuous 
professional development (Cheng & Stimson, 2005; Lee, 2001). This is, unfortunately, not happening in 
all Hong Kong kindergartens, as is evidenced by the survey results. The educational reform of providing 
additional professional development to teachers appears to have been unsuccessful based on 
participant responses and should be addressed by the Hong Kong Education Bureau and individual 
kindergarten administrations. 
Research Question C Discussion 
Do Hong Kong kindergarten teachers feel that Free Kindergarten Scheme reduced the level of 
stress they felt to push students toward higher academic achievements (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV 2019a; 
Wong & Rao, 2015)? 
The third educational reform was the development of the Free Kindergarten Scheme. This new 
payment plan essentially started the process for shifting the kindergarten system from fully privatized, 
as it has been for its entire history to date (Li & Fong, 2014; Wong & Rao, 2015) to publicly funded 
(Cremer, 2018). The intention of this shift is to allow the Hong Kong Education Bureau more control over 
how kindergartens are run and what is taught, which is a positive step towards a more vertically aligned 
education system (Cremer, 2018).  
With the removal of a privatized system, kindergarten administrators should be able to worry 
less about private investors and enrollment numbers, thus relaxing their academic expectations for 
students (Cremer, 2018; Li & Fong, 2014; Wong & Rao, 2015). It was predicted by Hong Kong 
researchers Fung and Cheng (2012) and Wong and Rao (2015) that this transition would benefit 
kindergartens and the ability of their teachers to implement play-based learning; however, there is a 
reasonable concern that kindergartens may still maintain competition levels if their government funding 
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is given only on an enrollment basis (Fung & Cheng 2012; Lam et al., 2002; Lau & Cheng, 2016; Li & Fong, 
2014).  
The survey results indicate a somewhat positive response to the Free Kindergarten Scheme 
overall. Nearly half of participant responses, 53%, indicate that there is some relief of stress and lower, 
or more appropriate, academic expectations being asked of students. The concern, however, is that, 
though 90% of Kindergartens are said to have subscribed to the Free Kindergarten Scheme (Cremer, 
2018), only seven participants of 19 indicated that their school had opted for it. If only seven of 19 
participants are knowledgeable about their school’s subscription to the Free Kindergarten Scheme, but 
90% of schools are reported to use it (Cremer, 2018), the validity of these results are in question. It is 
plausible that teachers are not given the information about the funding of their institution; however, 
this would make measuring teachers’ satisfaction of the Free Kindergarten Scheme impossible. The 
other concern is that though 53% percent of responses were positive, that leaves a high 47% as being 
negative or neutral. If the Free Kindergarten scheme was to be recognized as being truly successful, a 
larger pool of respondents and a higher percentage gap would be required. Therefore, the success of 
the Free Kindergarten Scheme is still in question and requires additional future study.  
Summary of Discussion Regarding the Hong Kong Educational Reforms 
Though the Hong Kong Education Bureau made efforts to improve the kindergarten education 
system in Hong Kong, the educational reforms were only partially successful. The mandate of 60 hours 
of professional development (Cremer, 2018; HKGOV, 2019b, 2018a) appears to have been largely 
unsuccessful. Awareness, access, and content of professional development all need to be addressed for 
this to be a beneficial and successful reform. The Free Kindergarten Scheme demonstrated mixed results 
from respondents, therefore questions remain regarding this reforms’ success.  
The kindergarten curriculum guidelines lack clear instructions that teachers may gain in 
professional development. The same knowledge and understanding could result in research-based 
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parent education and could be used to increase student enrollment levels using methods other than 
academic performance. Without adequate professional development, and clear communication, the 
three reforms do not work together synergistically, resulting in the kindergarten curriculum guideline 
document and the Free Kindergarten Scheme being less successful than they might have been if they 
had been accompanied by quality training (Cheng, 2000; Fung & Cheng, 2012; Wong & Rao, 2015).  
Discussion of Results Related to the Disconnections Theory, Educational Reforms, and Pedagogy 
The Disconnections Theory was first developed by Walker in 2004, and, though it could be used 
in a variety of organizational reforms it was designed to navigate educational reform specifically. Though 
the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms do not appear to have been 100% successful 
when examined through the lens of Walker’s Disconnections Theory, the results do indicate that some 
disconnections are being addressed and bridged.  
Using the Disconnections Theory (Walker, 2004, 2010) as a lens to analyze the three educational 
reforms as well as teacher pedagogy provided insight into continued disconnections in the Hong Kong 
kindergarten system.   
Instrumental Disconnection Discussion 1 
The instrumental disconnection is a practical disconnection (Walker, 2004). Classroom sizes, physical 
classroom environment, access to outdoors or natural materials, academic expectations, and timetables 
would all be considered potential instrumental disconnections (Walker, 2004). Five of the survey 
questions were related to the measurement of instrumental disconnections in the 2017 educational 
reforms.  
The results of 70% negative and 30% positive indicate a moderate instrumental disconnection. 
Of those responses, the strongest disconnection was found in the Professional Development educational 
reform, with an 89% negative or neutral response, identifying the lack of early childhood education 
related PD as being a practical hurdle in teachers’ access to development. As the professional 
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development has been noted to be an unsuccessful educational reform, it is not surprising that relevant 
professional development has been identified as an instrumental disconnection.  
A second concern was the physical environment and timetables, with 69% of respondents 
indicating a negative or neutral response. Participant teachers indicated that they did not have enough 
physical space or time to run a successful play-based program. The responses to survey question 31 
indicate that the majority of respondents typically teach students using songs, dances and fun activities. 
The same question indicates that a close majority of teachers regularly allow their students to play after 
their table tasks and other work is completed. It is likely that with half-day programs being filled with 
mandatory tasks and teacher-led sessions, true, uninterrupted deep play engagements are difficult to 
facilitate.  
These instrumental factors, access to relevant professional development, and tangible 
environments and timetables that are incompatible with play-based learning, are moderate 
disconnections that, over time, should be addressed.  
Instrumental Disconnection Discussion 2 
The educational reforms are not the only indicators of instrumental disconnection. Pedagogy has 
a strong influence on teaching and learning (Leung, 2010). Levels of teacher education and knowledge of 
effective play-based learning strategies are instrumental factors in the successful leading of a play-based 
classroom. If teachers are not knowledgeable about play-based learning, they cannot possibly 
implement it effectively (Cheng, 2010; Nicolopoulou, 2010).  
The survey results found in Table 10 in Chapter 4, indicated an 80% positive result. Participants’ 
beliefs about education aligned well with the pedagogy required for play-based instruction. The largest 
differential, at 89%, indicated that nearly all respondents believed that children can learn at a 
developmentally appropriate pace as well as develop appropriate skills through play-based learning. 
Participants also indicated overwhelmingly that their students were able to learn at their own pace, and 
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that children in their classes are happy and relaxed while learning. The responses indicate that there is a 
low level of pedagogically related instrumental disconnection and that though this may have been a 
challenge in the past, the Hong Kong Education Bureau, and university programs in Hong Kong, have 
done well in solving this issue. With strong post-secondary programming and modeling, the pedagogy of 
Hong Kong kindergarten teachers now better aligns with educational philosophy incorporating play as 
learning (Wong & Rao, 2015).  
Intellectual Disconnection Discussion 
The intellectual disconnection is a disconnection in the fluidity and cohesion of an educational 
reform against either the current organizational functioning or against other elements of reform 
(Walker, 2004). There are two different types of intellectual disconnection: cohesion and clarity. An 
intellectual disconnection of cohesion is the level at which reforms connect and work together (Walker, 
2004 2010). An intellectual disconnection of clarity is how easy it is for teachers to understand and 
recognize the intention behind the educational reforms (Walker, 2004 2010). The specific intellectual 
disconnection of clarity is demonstrated when looking at the failed results of the professional 
development educational reform.  
Six questions throughout the survey could be used to identify intellectual disconnection, one of 
those was bypassed. When analyzed, the data identified a 45% negative or neutral, and 55% positive 
overall result. The yes or no questions were particularly informative, with majority responses indicating 
that their schools did not use either the kindergarten curriculum guideline documents or subscribe to 
the Free Kindergarten Scheme. Because kindergartens in Hong Kong continue to be private enterprises 
at this time, most of the educational reforms are optional. This indicates an intellectual disconnection. 
The supports being offered are only being used by a portion of the system. Alternatively, the majority of 
no responses could be indicative of a communication disconnection, demonstrating a lack of awareness 
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on behalf of the teachers of the pay schemes or curriculum development plans followed by their 
institution.  
The Likert-style questions displayed in Table 6 in Chapter 4, provided a varied set of results 
related to teacher confidence, pressure to establish excessively high academic excellence, and 
acknowledging the level of freedom they feel to use their personal pedagogy in their classroom. The 
results suggest that the educational reforms are working for some schools and teachers, but perhaps 
not all. 
It is evident that though levels of intellectual disconnection do exist, the levels are inconclusive 
due to multiple potentially influential factors (individual kindergartens’ PD opportunities, administration 
influence on each classroom, level of academic achievement expectations from parents, etc.). 
Intellectual disconnections should be addressed, but further research is required to identify if 
disconnections are being made at a school organizational level or if they can be addressed by the Hong 
Kong Education Bureau as an overarching organization.   
Political Disconnection Discussion 
Political disconnections are disconnections at various organizational levels in the method of 
implementation of new policy expected by leadership (Walker, 2004, 2010). If the Hong Kong Education 
Bureau makes mandates that do not fit into the current organizational structure of the Hong Kong 
kindergarten system, such as asking teachers to attend 60 hours of professional development over three 
years, but not providing them with relevant courses, that is a political disconnection. In the same way, if 
a principal is asking teachers to do conflicting tasks, such as use a play-based method of teaching, while 
also guaranteeing parents that students will be able to read and writing in both English and Chinese 
when exiting the kindergarten program, that would be a political disconnection. Leadership must view 
their expectations and mandates through the lens of all stakeholders to limit the potential for political 
disconnections (Walker, 2004, 2010).   
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The results in Table 7 in chapter 4, indicate a 75% negative or neutral response, and suggest a 
substantial, political disconnection. Participants shared a strong lack of confidence regarding knowledge 
of appropriate academic expectations for their taught age level. Because the kindergarten curriculum 
guideline document does not offer any type of vertical alignment, and the grade one entrance 
expectations are academically high, kindergartens are forced to push down academic expectations to 
each grade level (Chan & Chan, 2003; Ho, 2008). A full play-based program, therefore, might only be 
possible in the first level of kindergarten, and by the final level, rote, and didactic teaching methods as 
well as homework are known to be a normal part of practice (Chan & Chan, 2003; Cheung et al., 2019; 
Ho, 2008). The Hong Kong Education Bureau will ultimately have an easier time implementing play-
based learning after first addressing the grade 1 primary standards (Chan & Chan, 2003; Ho, 2008). Play-
based learning is known to be the most effective way of teaching children; however, the academic 
expectations of grade 1 in Hong Kong are considerably higher than a child’s naturally developing 
timeline, meaning that most children would not access such high levels of information without explicit 
instruction and high demand (Chan & Chan, 2003).  
The second area of political disconnection found in the survey results, which has been previously 
mentioned, was the lack of provision for professional development. Participants did not feel positively 
toward their opportunities for professional development. This is partially a result of a communication 
disconnection. Although the Hong Kong Education Bureau established a mandate, there was little follow 
through ensuring the provision of relevant courses for all age groups and that teachers were easily able 
to access these courses. Additionally, it is evident that these challenges for teachers have not been 
explored by the Education Bureau. For these reasons, it is apparent that a particularly high political 
disconnection is hindering Hong Kong kindergartens from implementing effective play-based learning.   
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Cultural Disconnection 1 Discussion 
A cultural disconnection is a disconnection between deeply imbedded beliefs and the 
educational reform requirements (Walker, 2004 2010). It is well known that Hong Kong follows the 
Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC), where educational views are in direct conflict with the philosophy of 
play-based learning. Consequently, many Hong Kong based researchers including Cheng (2010, 2000), 
Fung and Cheng (2012), and Leung (2010) have cited the CHC as being a major negative influence on the 
progress of early childhood education and play-based learning in Hong Kong over the last twenty years.  
Two questions related specifically to the 2017 kindergarten educational reforms were analyzed 
through the lens of cultural disconnection. Though parent pressure is a regularly stated reason for 
academic pressure in schools (Cheng, 2010; Fung & Cheng 2012; Fiore, 2012; Lau & Cheng, 2016; Leung, 
2010), 55% of participants indicated a positive result indicating that parents are satisfied with the 
academic skills that their children learn in school. However, when compared to questions regarding 
pressure to provide strong academic results, this positive result is contradicted. According to the data in 
Table 8 in chapter 4, there has been an improvement in the way that Hong Kong parents accept play as a 
learning method and the previously strong cultural disconnection has been somewhat amended (Delvet 
et al., 2009; Lin & Li, 2018). In summary, there is only a low level of cultural disconnection indicated 
following the three 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms.  
Cultural Disconnection 2 Discussion 
A cultural disconnection is not clearly evident when viewing the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten 
educational reforms. However, as pedagogy is a vital component of teaching practice, and the majority 
of Hong Kong kindergarten teachers were raised in the Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) (Fung & Cheng, 
2012; Leung, 2010), Hong Kong teachers may have difficulty recognizing the benefits of play in education 
(Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). Combined with parental or principal pressure, it is not unfair to say that Hong 
Kong kindergarten teachers may face a great deal of confusion and uncertainty regarding their teaching 
WHY NOT PLAY? 158 
practice and appropriate pedagogy (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Leung, 2010; Weemaes-Lidman, 2014). 
Question 9, for instance, stated: I have a clear understanding of appropriate academic expectations for 
the age level I teach. And the results were only 22% positive, indicating that the participants were not 
confident in their knowledge of appropriate expectations.  
Table 11 in chapter 4 provides a strong contradiction to the assumption that present day 
kindergarten teachers in Hong Kong continue to be bound by CHC pedagogy. 79% of responses indicate 
that Hong Kong teachers genuinely appreciate play as a method of teaching and learning. Participants 
stress the importance of play as a valuable component of education and the need for quality and depth 
of play in particular.  
               Question 32 highlights an interesting result due to the broad degree of responses. The question 
asks if children can learn equal amounts through play and teacher-led models. The responses indicated a 
variance between strongly disagree and strongly agree, indicating that a consensus on children’s 
abilities to learn through play has not yet been reached. It is apparent that either participants believe 
that children can learn more in play, or, alternatively, that to reach particular academic outcomes, 
participants prefer didactic models over student-led models (Fiore, 2012).   
The pedagogical beliefs of current Hong Kong kindergarten teachers align well with those 
required to implement play-based learning. With low level of instrumental disconnection and cultural 
disconnection, pedagogy on the whole does not appear to be a cause of any disconnections in the 
current Hong Kong kindergarten system. Based on the survey results, the challenge relates more to 
teachers’ lack of knowledge of implementation methods and play-based practice, rather than a belief 
that play is a negative component of education. Professional Development could aid in this challenge. 
Communication Disconnection Discussion. 
The communication disconnection refers to a disconnection in the practical communications 
during and educational reform (Walker 2004, 2010). The Hong Kong Education Bureau does an excellent 
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job of placing notifications and circulations on its website where years of documents and policy changes 
can be found (HKGOV, 1981, 1982, 2006, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d, 2018e, 2019a, 2019b). 
Unfortunately, if people are not aware of these documents, there seem to be few, if any, alternative 
methods of disseminating information pertaining to educational reform other than trusting the schools 
themselves to pass on the information.  
The results displayed in Table 9 in chapter 4, indicate a substantial communication 
disconnection in the Hong Kong kindergarten system. With a total result of 80% negative or neutral, it 
appears that nearly all participants feel that they do not have adequate information. A high number of 
participants, 66%, indicated that they do not have a strong understanding of how to implement play-
based learning simply by reading and using the 2017 Hong Kong kindergarten curriculum guideline 
document. The document does not communicate student expectations clearly enough. The Hong Kong 
Education Bureau should indicate appropriate learning expectations for each specific age group of 
learners. Principals also may need to do a better job of communicating appropriate expectations to their 
teachers.  Both the Hong Kong Education Bureau and Hong Kong kindergarten principals may need to 
improve their communication regarding opportunities for teachers to gain the skills they indicate they 
desire. The opportunities for teachers to attend online or in-person workshops were completely 
unknown by all participant teachers. 100% of participants, were unaware of the resources available to 
them, indicating a large communication disconnection. All stakeholders may benefit from a stronger 
change model, such as John Kotter’s described in Chapter 2 (see page63) as this would improve the 
implementation and communication of all organizational changes including the addition of PD 
opportunities. (Kotter, 2005, 2012) 
This disconnection is the biggest concern, but also the simplest to rectify. Improved 
communication methods and chains of communication sharing important information regularly with all 
stakeholders can contribute to raising teacher awareness. 
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Discussion of Open-Ended Responses 
In response to the guiding research questions, of the three Hong Kong kindergarten educational 
reforms in 2017, the survey results found that the kindergarten curriculum guideline document was 
moderately unsuccessful. The document was an improvement from the 2006 curriculum guideline 
document. However, due to the lack of clear vertical alignment and the continued mandate allowing 
kindergartens to each design their own academic outcomes, the overall outcome was that the 
document did not completely address prior curriculum concerns.  The second educational reform, 
mandating 60 hours of professional development was strongly unsuccessful. Teachers were unaware of 
this mandate, unaware of the Hong Kong Education Bureau’s T-Surf platform, and unhappy with the 
level of PD attained through their school. The third educational reform, implementing the Free 
Kindergarten Scheme, was moderately successful. Though some participants indicated a positive 
response, the majority did not know about the scheme and of the small number who responded to 
these questions, several responses continued to highlight excessive academic pressure for teachers.  
Through the lens of Disconnections Theory, instrumental, political, and communication 
disconnections were evident in relation to the Hong Kong kindergarten educational reforms. Intellectual 
and cultural disconnections were found to be low level concerns. Based on the success criteria indicated 
in chapter 2, the personal, educational pedagogy of participants carried very low or no disconnections 
instrumentally or culturally highlighting instead strong play-centered philosophies. Several Instrumental 
concerns were identified including, the lack of clarity of the expected academic outcomes for each grade 
level, teacher’s lacking the knowledge and skills to run a play-based classroom, and the lack teachers’ 
ability to access to professional development related to each childhood education. Concerns pertaining 
to political disconnections include the continued academic pressure that some respondents felt. This 
may only be a concern for specific schools. The second issue stemming from political disconnection was 
also related to professional development and recognized a lack of early childhood related professional 
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development opportunities. Communication disconnection was the most extreme disconnection 
identified. First, there was a lack of clarity regarding specific learning outcomes in the kindergarten 
curriculum guideline document. Secondly, a significant lack of communication given to teachers 
regarding professional development opportunities and the course refund fee, contributed to the 
unsuccessful professional development educational reform.  
For more accurate results, the survey included two short answer questions allowing participant 
teachers to share their thoughts and opinions regarding their work environments. Participant 
statements were categorized by the disconnection that they correlated with the most and measured. 
Percentages were tabulated, identifying the strength of disconnections in the responses. The open-
ended questions captured results that differed slightly from those reported in the multiple-choice 
section, which was beneficial in fully understanding the underlying reasons for educational challenges in 
Hong Kong kindergartens.  
Disconnections Found in the Open-Ended Responses 
The first of the two short answer questions asked teachers to expand on their ideas of program 
improvements that would enhance the level of play-based learning at their schools. Instrumental, 
political, and cultural disconnections were all identified as being of moderate concern. Communication 
disconnection, which was the strongest disconnection in the multiple-choice section, was comparatively 
low in the short answer responses. This highlights the implication that teachers lack awareness of 
opportunities available to them. Though teachers are not being communicated to, and are missing out 
on opportunities available to them, they continue to complain about lack of opportunities without 
indicating any displeasure in the communication methods of the Hong Kong Education Bureau. 
 Questionnaire Question 36. 
What are further considerations that should be made in regard to kindergarten education in 
order to continue to enhance play-based practices in Hong Kong classrooms? 
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The Results in Table 14, in chapter 4, demonstrate the deeper thoughts of kindergarten teachers 
in Hong Kong. Comments relating to instrumental disconnection, found in Table 5 in chapter 4, identify 
the physical environment and the academic requirements of the primary system as being reasons for a 
disconnection. Comments relating to political disconnection include parent expectations and the need to 
increase academic pressure for higher levels of kindergarten. Comments relating to cultural 
disconnections include the idea that international schools are environments where play is accepted as a 
teaching medium, local schools, which are the focus of this research, do not share that luxury.  
These results suggest that although pedagogically, teachers recognize the importance of play, 
their beliefs are not consistently supported, and academic pressure from parents or school leadership 
remain pillars in kindergarten education. Academic pressure was commented on the most in response 
to this question, indicating the need to address academic push down and grade one expectations (Chan 
& Chan, 2003). 
 Questionnaire Question 37.  
What training, if any, would you like to have in order to enhance your own teaching knowledge, 
and expertise about play-based learning? 
The second open-ended question asked participant teachers to share their opinions regarding 
areas for improvement in their own practice and what professional development they wish was offered. 
Unlike the responses to question 36, Table 15 in chapter 4 indicates that instrumental and political 
disconnection responses were very low. Unsurprisingly, communication disconnection ranked the 
highest at 75%, though both intellectual and cultural disconnections were calculated to be a moderate 
63% each. Comments related to instrumental disconnection indicate that participant teachers feel they 
have limited opportunities for professional development including too few days allocated for 
professional learning. Comments related to cultural disconnection indicate that participant teachers are 
looking for a diverse combination of learning including fine arts education and would like to work in a 
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more collaborative environment for idea sharing. Comments related to communication disconnection 
indicate that participant teachers are looking for leadership from their principals, modeling or peer 
mentorship, and, most importantly, information about the opportunities provided for them (Fung & 
Cheng, 2012; Kotter, 2005, 2012; Li et al., 2016; Weipeng et al., 2018).  
Summary of Open-Ended Responses 
The open-ended responses differed from the multiple-choice in that all five disconnections were 
found to be moderate to high when the open-ended responses from both questions were combined. 
These results suggest that parent pressure, academic expectations, and too little professional 
development are major factors in teachers’ ability to implement play-based learning in their classrooms. 
Though the multiple-choice analysis indicated that much of the cultural disconnection had been 
addressed in previous years, the open-ended responses identify views from parents as being highly 
influential in the running of the kindergarten system, creating an additional layer to cultural 
disconnections. The multiple-choice analysis indicated that communication was the largest 
disconnection. The open-ended analysis indicated that communication disconnection was second to the 
highest, with cultural disconnection being the largest disconnection.  
Implications of Research 
The results of this research have implications for the future of play-based learning in Hong Kong. 
Though many positive changes have taken place since the year 2000, including the most recent 2017 
kindergarten educational reforms, there continue to be disconnections in the kindergarten system 
which will hinder the implementation of play-based learning.  
Teachers are, despite being in favour of play from a pedagogical standpoint, not all fully 
confident in their abilities to implement play-based learning in their classrooms. Though it appears to be 
specific to each individual kindergarten, many teachers indicated that they continue to face full 
schedules and pressure to guide children to high academic levels while also valuing play. This could be, 
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in part, due to parents who are seeking access to quality elementary programs for their children. The 
grade 1 entrance expectations in Hong Kong are often academically high. Parent pressure also stems 
from a lack of parent understanding of child development and the benefits of play in learning (Leung, 
2010). Without removing academic pressure, teachers will be unable to transition to a fully play-based 
environment, as it is unlikely that most students will independently choose to develop skills and 
knowledge at the pace required for grade one entrance. Consequently, children will be exposed to high 
academic expectations and lower levels of quality educational play.  
The participants’ pedagogies align with play-based learning; however, many teachers indicate 
that they desire training in play-based practice. There is some confusion or lack of understanding as to 
what appropriate academic standards are required for each of the various levels of kindergarten and 
teachers lack modeling and practical knowledge of play implementation. New teachers benefit from 
mentorship and strong transformational leadership (Fung & Cheng, 2012; Kotter, 2012; Li et al., 2016; 
Weipeng et al., 2018). For this reason, it would benefit kindergartens if administrators arranged 
mentorship partners for future new teachers. In addition, regular, relevant and high-quality professional 
development would be a strong support to teachers as they navigate their first years. Hong Kong’s lack 
of communication and provision regarding professional development for early childhood educators is a 
current hurdle to the successful implementation of play-based learning.    
As further consideration stems from the recognition that kindergarten teachers in Hong Kong 
were not impacted by a cultural disconnection, however much of the previous literature pertaining to 
Hong Kong teachers suggested the CHC as being a primary hurdle for play-based learning 
implementation (Cheng, 2000, 2010; Cheng et al., 2015; Fung& Cheng, 2012; Li & Rao, 2014; Rao & Li, 
2009a; Wong & Rao, 2015; Wu, 2013; Xueqin, 2010). Ho (2020), asserts that it is possible that past 
researchers may have assumed a narrow view of the CHC at times, sharing their thoughts that within the 
CHC, “Students’ achievement motivations could be strategically harnessed to support innovative 
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pedagogic practices” (Ho, 2020, p. 147). Based on the findings of the Why Not Play study regarding 
teachers’ positive opinions about play-based learning, and Ho’s findings (2020) regarding possible 
previously made assumptions in research pertaining to the CHC, further analysis regarding the CHC’s 
impact on education may be warranted. It is possible that the CHC has more decided strengths regarding 
educational practices, including play-based learning, than previously assumed. 
The HK PP Edu. Reforms Survey results suggested that the varying levels of organizational 
leadership within the Hong Kong kindergarten system lack a systematic communication chain. Teachers 
are left unaware of changes to the Hong Kong kindergarten scheme. This results in frustrated teachers 
and a full reliance on individual school leadership to relay information, which, as is evidenced in the 
results, has not happened successfully. Teachers and schools who are unaware of all components of 
educational reform cannot benefit from the reform changes, leading to intellectual disconnection and a 
lack of consistency throughout the kindergarten system. 
Recommendations for Action  
The history of Hong Kong’s kindergarten system and the multiple components of results 
regarding the 2017 educational reforms combine to be a layered and complicated challenge to solve. 
There are a variety of recommendations that may address most, if not all, disconnections.  
Analyze Grade 1 Expectations and Entrance Standards 
The first recommendation is to thoroughly analyze the grade 1 entrance expectations for 
developmental appropriateness as well as a view towards vertical alignment. This could minimise 
competition between kindergartens by controlling the level of academic outcomes expected for 
entrance into grade 1. Competition for primary school entrance might also be lowered, as primary 
schools would only be able to assess on appropriate kindergarten level skills, allowing more children an 
equal opportunity to gain access to any school. If grade 1 entrance academic expectations are 
inappropriately high, kindergarten students will continue to be pressured to achieve skills beyond their 
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developmental level. Teachers will continue to be unable to provide a play-based environment for their 
students. Therefore, it is recommended that the Hong Kong Education Bureau analyze and then modify 
the primary school entrance process. 
Parent Education 
A second recommendation that would positively impact the implementation of play-based 
learning in kindergartens is parent education. Through a public education campaign, parent workshops, 
informative written content, video tutorials, or blogs as initial ideas, the Hong Kong Education Bureau 
could teach parents about the benefits of play-based learning. This can contribute to transforming 
parenting culture by focusing on a more relaxed style, potentially resulting in young students who are 
more creative and social (Bodrova, 2008; Elkind 2007; Fleer, 2001, 2011; Healy, 2004; Hirsh-Pasek & 
Golinkoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978). As previously mentioned in Chapter 2 (see page 24), parent education 
has made a significant impact on the acceptance of play-based learning in Mainland China though the 
Anjiplay program (Anjiplay, Inc., 2019). This approach might have a similar impact in the Hong Kong 
context as Hong Kong and Mainland China are cultural similar in many ways. The recommendation is to 
initiate a parent education program concentrating on more relaxed parenting styles, student socializing, 
play, and creativity, as well as appropriate developmental landmarks for young children.  
Review of Organizational Structure  
A third recommendation would be to use a more established system of communication and 
educational reform. From both a macro level and a micro level, organizational change takes precision 
and planning.  John Kotter suggests an eight-stage process to ensure all stakeholders are communicated 
with and are enthusiastic about the change (Kotter, 2012). Making major changes in educational 
practice or expectations can be overwhelming. If the reason for the change is not communicated, and 
the change is not expected or poorly communicated, several different disconnections may result. It is 
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recommended that the Hong Kong Education Bureau, as well as individual kindergartens, adopt a 
stronger practice for implementation organizational change.  
Targeted Professional Development for Kindergarten Teachers 
A fourth recommendation is to address the concern that there is not enough early childhood 
education related professional development available in Hong Kong. Bringing in speakers, designing 
appropriate workshops as a bureau, or hiring a consultant to teach and make recommendations, are all 
possible options to begin the development of a strong professional development program. In an 
alternative method, funding for Course Refund Fees could be allocated directly to kindergartens who 
can then bring in their own speakers. If several schools pooled their resources, they could bring in 
several high-quality, well-recognized speakers every year to enhance their teachers’ professional 
learning opportunities. This is an opportunity for leaders responsible for designing professional 
development courses in Hong Kong to consider the knowledge and skills that they wish to see in 
practice.  Innovations such as outdoor classrooms (Anji Education, 2019), including process drama 
(Fleer, 2010, 2011, 2015), or infusing inquiry in the classroom (Manitoba Education and Training, 2019) 
may be topics that align well to early childhood education and that could transform current practice.  
Another approach to providing directed professional development would be the creation of a 
teacher resource document. This document might include in-depth ideas for hands-on learning, play-
based strategies, and information regarding child development stages and milestones. An example of 
this type of document is the A Time for Learning, a Time for Joy: A Resource for Kindergarten Teachers 
(Manitoba Education and Training, 2015). 
It is recommended that the Hong Kong Education Bureau design a strong early childhood 
education professional development program or reallocate funding for this purpose. 
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Model Kindergarten Research Center 
A fifth, and final recommendation, can support teachers and parents alike. The development of 
a training center, specific to Hong Kong play-based learning implementation and global best practice, 
could be used to enhance the level of understanding held by teachers, principals, and parents. Designing 
a research kindergarten that uses the highest standards of play-based education, and then recording 
videos, writing a formal blog, or allowing regulated teacher or parent visits could help the Hong Kong 
Education Bureau share their vision for kindergarten education. With ethical clearance, the students 
inside would be led through a wonderful play-based education, and simultaneously, other kindergartens 
and stakeholders could use the training center kindergarten for inspiration in their own schools. Because 
kindergartens have been heavily unregulated and possibly influenced by the CHC, parent pressure, and 
grade 1 entrance expectations (Chan & Chan, 2003; Nguyen et al., 2006), principals and teachers would 
benefit from a strong visual example of what play-based learning should actually look like. This is an 
opportunity to showcase inquiry-based, child-directed education. It may also speak to the recognition of 
developmental pathways (milestones) and what is appropriate, attainable and achievable for individual 
learners. It is recommended that the Hong Kong Education Bureau develop a regulated kindergarten 
training center for practical and visual professional development for principals, teachers, and parents.  
Recommendations for Further Study Topics 
• Further study is recommended to ascertain the connection between teacher stress and the Free 
Kindergarten Scheme with a wider sample of participants.  
• Additionally, further investigation into the intellectual disconnections would be beneficial to 
identify the true collaborative functions between the education system in Hong Kong.  
• If the Hong Kong kindergarten does fully transition from a private enterprise to public, follow up 
research would be beneficial to note the outcomes.  
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• Drawing on Ho (2020), future studies could explore the specific ways that various cultural belief 
systems can positively impact play-based educational practices.   
 
Reflection of Research Process 
Questions 16-18 were bypassed due to a zero response of question 15. Had they been 
responded to; they may have offered additional insight into the level of disconnection regarding 
professional development. The bias of survey development did not, to the researcher’s knowledge, 
drastically alter the results.  
The small number of respondents might have been greater had Hong Kong not been faced with 
societal concerns during the launch of the study in the form of dangerous and political protests. 
Potential participants may have been afraid to comment on anything related to the government. 
Additionally, social media is a common platform for sharing survey’s, perhaps to the point of saturation. 
Potential participants may be irritated by or desensitized to surveys and might have dismissed the 
survey for that reason. Researchers can now find themselves in a dilemma when seeking higher survey 
response rates due to a large number of surveys being offered, and the level of dismissal in Hong Kong. 
The results of the HK PP Edu. Reforms Survey indicate that many teachers are willing and eager 
to implement play-based learning. This has caused an alteration in my viewpoint about kindergarten 
teachers in Hong Kong. The results suggest that external pressure in the form of high academic 
outcomes could be a factor, resulting in an instrumental and cultural disconnection. The lack of 
instrumental components or professional development and modeling hinders Hong Kong kindergarten 
teachers from fully adopting a play-based program in their classrooms. Due to the small number of 
participants, the survey results are not conclusive, however, they suggest the need for further research.  
Conclusion 
The results indicated that one of the three reforms, the adoption of the Free Kindergarten 
Scheme, was moderately successful and teachers felt less pressure to adhere to demands for high 
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academic expectations from their students. The reformed new kindergarten curriculum guideline 
document was minimally successful and requires more direct information regarding appropriate age 
level expectations. The reform to the professional development mandates were unsuccessful due to lack 
of effective communication about teacher opportunities and funding.  
An additional research question was asked, exploring what level of educational reform 
disconnections continued to impact the Hong Kong kindergarten system (Walker, 2004, 2010). The 
results indicated that all five major disconnections were present in the Hong Kong kindergarten system 
at varying degrees. The largest disconnection identified in the multiple-choice results was 
communication, indicating a gap in the organizational distribution of information. Of the open-ended 
results, cultural disconnection was the largest, followed closely by communication disconnection. The 
comments in the open-ended portion were primarily directed at highly academic parent expectations. 
The quantitative sections of the survey did not indicate a large cultural disconnection; however, the 
questions were not related to parent involvement, which seemed to be main focus of the open-ended 
responses made. As such, it was found that the reason that cultural disconnection was high was not 
because of teacher pedagogy, but parent expectations.  
The results indicated that Hong Kong is working toward making positive changes to its 
kindergarten system, including encouraging teachers to transform their pedagogy from a traditional 
Confucian Heritage Culture pedagogy to one that is play-based. With the three 2017 educational 
reforms, Hong Kong continued to make efforts to adopt a more relaxed play-based system. There are 
additional practical alterations to the Hong Kong kindergarten system that should be made in order to 
fully implement a play-based system. After analyzing the data, recommendations were made including a 
review of grade one entrance expectations. Additionally, parent education, stronger early childhood 
education professional development opportunities, and a better designed system for organisational 
communications would all address weak components of the large communication disconnection. The 
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final recommendation is to design a research-style kindergarten training center where principals, 
parents and teachers can see a strong play-based program in action for inspiration.  
The most important take away gleaned from this research is that the Hong Kong kindergarten 
system is multi-faceted and layered. Acknowledging the areas of disconnection and addressing them, 
however, will continue to transform the system in a positive way. Change has already taken place over 
time, and with the correct focuses and continued strategic efforts, the Hong Kong kindergarten system 
can adopt a fully play-based system. As organizational disconnections are addressed and as they 
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Appendix A 
 
Hong Kong Kindergarten Teachers’ Satisfaction Survey Regarding various 2017 Educational Reforms 
 
 
My name is Natalia L Ritz. I am a researcher completing a master’s thesis from Brandon University in 
Canada. I am currently living in Hong Kong and working as a Pre-Primary teacher. I have taken an 
interest in the 2017 educational reforms for Kindergartens in the areas of curriculum design, 
Professional Development, and tuition fees from the perspective of the teachers, who are the most 
integral stakeholders to making educational policy effective and positive. My study is entitled: Why Not 
Play? An Analysis of Teachers’ Perspectives on the Effectiveness of the 2017 Kindergarten Educational 
Reforms on Enhancing Play-Based Learning in Hong Kong.  
 
Purpose of Study and Use of Collected Data 
 
I have been researching the inclusion of play-based learning practices in Hong Kong Kindergartens and I 
am curious as to whether, as teachers, you have noticed any differences in your school, practice, level of 
support, level of pressure, or any other related areas since the implementation of several educational 
reforms added in Fall 2017. I would be honoured if you would be willing to take this 37-question online 
survey to share your level of satisfaction with the 2017 Hong Kong Kindergarten Educational Reforms.  
 
Your responses will be used to measure the perceived success of the 2017 Hong Kong Kindergarten 
Educational Reforms from the perspective of teachers, by measuring factors including, access to 
information, utilization of professional development opportunities, understanding of expectations and 




If you agree to take the survey, you will be agreeing to allow your responses to be measured and 
analyzed for this master’s thesis research, and further printed in additional publications or reviews 
where this data may be of benefit. Having already clicked the Google Form link provided, you will now 
be asked to answer questions in 5 different categories, all pertaining to Kindergarten educational 
reforms made in 2017. 
 
Sections A and E are both mandatory questions for all participants. They will indicate the full 
understanding of your risks as a participant, and they must be filled in prior to moving forward in the 
survey at their respective points. 
 
This is a voluntary survey.  You will not receive any compensation for taking this survey. No other form 
of participation will be required of you. 
 
Participant Rights and Risks 
 
Risk 1:  
  
Though the risk is low, there is a chance that you could be indirectly identified as a participant in this 
study following the publishing of the results.  The risk is exceedingly low based on the population of 
Hong Kong.  
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Risk 2:  
 
Upon completion of the survey, you will be asked to submit your responses. As, I, the researcher will not 
be able to identify you due to a lack of direct-identification information, I will be unable to remove your 
survey responses after you click submit. This means that once you click ‘submit’ your responses will be 
permanently included in the study.  
 
Your Rights:  
 
a) You are under no obligation to participate in this survey.  
b) You can decide to refrain from taking the survey or stop completing the survey with no prejudice. 
c) If at any time while completing the survey you wish to stop, simply close the tab on your browser and 
no responses will be saved.  
 
 
Note: As an International School Teacher in Hong Kong, there is no conflict of interest for this study for 
me when analyzing local Kindergarten programs in Hong Kong. 
 
Confidentiality and Access to Data 
 
The survey results will be kept entirely confidential and password protected at all times. The survey was 
created on Google Forms due to the platform’s ease of use and password-protected security.  
 
You will not be asked to provide your name, gender, or age in an effort to minimize identifying 
information. Your responses will not be individually shared or singled out at any time, and no identifying 
features will be shared directly.  
 
As the lead researcher, I will have access to survey results. In addition, my faculty advisor, Dr. Alexa 
Okrainec, will have access to the raw data should the need arise for her assistance. In addition, the 
possibility of two research assistants in the capacity of translator and/or statistician may have access to 
all or a portion of the data.  With the exception of these four persons, your data will remain entirely 




As no names will be collected for this survey, your responses will not be able to be tied to you, and 
therefore, by completing and submitting the survey, you will be consenting to allow your survey 
responses being included in the study. You will be given two opportunities to reflect on this reality and 
may opt to stop the survey at any time prior to submission if you feel you may not wish to include your 
responses. Your legal rights and recourse are not waved by participating in this survey. Before the survey 
can commence, you will be asked to read and understand three agreements. After completing the 
survey questions, you will also be asked to read and understand the agreements prior to the submission 
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Timeline 
 
The survey will actively collect results for a four-week period, opening on September 7th, 2019 and 
remaining open until November 7th, 2019, after which results will no longer be collected. The analysis 




If you have any questions before, during, or after taking the survey, please feel free to contact me 
directly at taliaritz@gmail.com or WhatsApp Message: +1 587-974-7489. For further information 
regarding the data collection or analysis of this study, you may wish to contact Dr. Alexa Okrainec of 
Brandon University at Okraineca@brandonu.ca.  
For information pertaining to ethical concerns or questions, you may wish to contact Brandon 
University’s Research Ethics Committee at burec@brandonu.ca.  
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 Section A: Participant Agreement 
 
 
 I agree to participate in Natalia L Ritz’s research study regarding the implementation of play-
based learning in Hong Kong Kindergartens following educational reforms made in September 
2017 from the perspective of the teachers by completing the following survey.  
 
 I understand that my data will be kept confidential and protected at all times and will be used 
for the purpose of this study and possible future studies.  
 
 I understand that by proceeding to complete this survey, permission to use my responses will be 
assumed after submission as they will no longer be able to be removed once I press ‘submit’ at 




































WHY NOT PLAY? 199 
Section B: General Info 
 
1. Are you currently a classroom teacher in a local Hong Kong Kindergarten?  
 
 
Y                                                                                          N 
 
 
2. Where is your Kindergarten located? 
 
 
Kowloon                New Territories               Hong Kong Island                Outlying Island 
 
 
3. How many years of formal Early Childhood teacher education have you received?  
 
 
  1 year               2 years                3 years               4 years                5 years              6 or more years 
 
 
4. How many years have you been a classroom kindergarten teacher in Hong Kong?  
 
 
1-2 years                    3 years                       4 years                   5 or more years 
 
 
5. What grade do you currently teach?  
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Section C-1: 2017 Educational Reforms – Curriculum 
 
 
6. My classroom has adequate space, resources, and a flexible time table to allow me to create 
deep play engagements with ease.  
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
7. My school uses the 2017 Kindergarten Education Curriculum Guide, Joyful Learning Through 
Play, Balanced Development All the Way. 
 
 
Yes                                                                      No (move to question 13) 
 
 
8. The 2017 Pre-Primary curriculum guide gives me a strong understanding of what is 
appropriate teaching practices for each grade level (K1, K2, K3). 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
9. The 2017 Pre-Primary Curriculum Guide provides me with a clear understanding of 
appropriate academic expectations for the students in my respective grade level.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
10. I am confident that using play as an educational method adequately prepares my students for 
the requirements of Primary 1 in a local Primary school in Hong Kong.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
11. By implementing and using the 2017 Pre-Primary Curriculum Guide, I am confident that I am 
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12. Parents from my school are happy and satisfied with the academic skills suggested in the 2017 
Pre-Primary Curriculum Guide.  
 
 







Section C-2: 2017 Educational Reforms – Professional Development 
 
 
13. My school or principal has provided me with relevant in-school or whole-staff professional 
development throughout the 2018-2019 academic year.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
14. My school or principal has made me aware of the different online locations where I can find 




Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
15. I have attended an in-person professional development workshop after registering using the 
online training calendar or the T-Surf website platforms.  
 
 
Yes                                                              No (skip to question 19) 
 
 
16. How many hours of Professional Development have you attended?  
 
 
0 hours      1-2 hours      3-5 hours     6-9 hours      10-12 hours      More than 12 hours 
 
 
17. My school or principal has submitted a ‘Course Fee Refund for Teachers’ on my behalf after I 
completed a professional development workshop or online training course.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
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18. Many of the professional development workshops on the online training calendar and T-Surf 
website are directly related to play-based learning.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 




Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
20. I am encouraged to attend to my personal professional development and supported both 
financially and with time in regard to my personal goals.  
 
 














21. My school has opted for the Free Kindergarten Scheme implemented in Fall 2017. 
 
 
Yes                                                                     No (skip to question 25) 
 
 
22. Following the incorporation of the Free Kindergarten scheme, I now feel less pressure to ensure 
my students are academically advanced, allowing for more play-based learning opportunities.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
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23. I am more confident incorporating play as a medium of teaching because the academic 
expectations on my students seem more achievable following the incorporation of the Free 
Kindergarten Scheme.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
 
 
24. I feel a distinct improvement in my integration of play-based practice in the classroom 
because of the introduction of the free Kindergarten scheme. 
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Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
 
 
26. Play is a valuable component of education. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
 
 
27. Depth and quality of play influences learning and skill development. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
28. Children in my class are encouraged to learn at their own developmental pace.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
29. Children in my class are happy and relaxed when learning. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
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31. I incorporate play in the classroom in the following ways (choose all that apply):  
 
a. My students can choose toys freely after they complete their table work. 
b. I make reading, writing, and math fun so that children enjoy learning specific topics. 
c. My students can choose from word or math puzzle worksheets after they complete their 
table work. 
d. I teach children games, poems, and dance movements to help them to learn key topics. 
e. I ask children to do academic tasks for half of the day, but I arrange inquiry-based 
learning engagements for the other half. 
f. Students in my classroom are free to play with any toys they'd like, for as long as they'd 
like. 
g. Children in my class spend as much time as possible playing freely outdoors or using 
natural resources. 
h. I am inspired to create student-led learning engagements based on educational theories 
such as, Reggio Emilia and Montessori etc. 
i. Children are free to lead their own inquiries in my classroom and I work to provide 
opportunities for them to develop their interests. 
j. Children in my classroom are given toys or games to work on with a timed rotation to 
ensure they do not become bored and that all students are offered diverse experiences. 
 
32. Children can learn just as much in play as they can with teacher-led instruction:  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
33. Children can develop skills and knowledge at a developmentally appropriate academic rate 
when they are able to play and select topics of personal interest to explore. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
34. Children should play:  
 
a) The whole school day, every day. 
b) Three quarters of their school day. 
c) Half of their school day. 
d) All day, every day. 
e) A quarter of their school day. 
f) When they have completed necessary tasks. 
g) After School 
 
 
35. My personal beliefs and pedagogy match how I plan and teach in my classroom.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
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36. *What are further considerations that should be made in regard to Kindergarten education to 









37. * What training, if any, would you like to have to enhance your own knowledge, expertise, 














 Section E: Participation Agreement Reminder/Warning Prior to Submission 
 
 




 I understand that by submitting this survey, the researcher will not be able to identify me and 
will therefore not be able to remove my responses from the results once they are submitted.  
 
 I understand that my survey responses will be used for Natalia Ritz’s Master’s thesis research as 
well as potential future research studies. 
 
 I understand that if I do not wish to continue as a participant in this survey, I should NOT press 
submit, and should close this weblink now. None of my responses will be saved.  
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Appendix B 
 
Hong Kong Kindergarten Teachers’ Satisfaction Survey Regarding various 2017 Educational Reforms 
 





Instrumental Disconnection (purple). 
Intellectual Disconnection. (orange). 
Political Disconnection. (blue). 
Cultural Disconnection. (green). 
Communicative Disconnection (yellow). 
 
 
Section B: General Info 
 
 
1. Are you currently a classroom teacher in a local Hong Kong Kindergarten?  
 
 
Y                                     N 
 
 
2. Where is your Kindergarten located? 
 
 
Kowloon                New Territories               Hong Kong Island                Outlying Island 
 
 
3. How many years of formal Early Childhood teacher education have you received?  
 
 
  1 year               2 years                3 years               4 years                5 years              6 or more years 
 
 
4. How many years have you been a classroom kindergarten teacher in Hong Kong?  
 
 
1-2 years                    3 years                       4 years                   5 or more years 
 
 
5. What grade do you currently teach?  
 
 
Kindergarten 1 (aged 3-4)                Kindergarten 2 (aged 4-5)                 Kindergarten 3 (aged 5-6) 
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Section C-1: 2017 Educational Reforms – Curriculum 
 
 
6. My classroom has adequate space, resources, and a flexible time table to allow me to create 
deep play engagements with ease.  
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
7. My school uses the 2017 Kindergarten Education Curriculum Guide, Joyful Learning Through 
Play, Balanced Development All the Way. 
 
 
Yes                                                                      No (move to question 13) 
 
 
8. The 2017 Pre-Primary curriculum guide gives me a strong understanding of what is 
appropriate teaching practices for each grade level (K1, K2, K3). 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
9. The 2017 Pre-Primary Curriculum Guide provides me with a clear understanding of 
appropriate academic expectations for the students in my respective grade level.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
10. I am confident that using play as an educational method adequately prepares my students for 
the requirements of Primary 1 in a local Primary school in Hong Kong.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
11. By implementing and using the 2017 Pre-Primary Curriculum Guide, I am confident that I am 








12. Parents from my school are happy and satisfied with the academic skills suggested in the 2017 
Pre-Primary Curriculum Guide.  
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Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
Section C-2: 2017 Educational Reforms – Professional Development 
 
 
13. My school or principal has provided me with relevant in-school or whole-staff professional 
development throughout the 2018-2019 academic year.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
14. My school or principal has made me aware of the different online locations where I can find 




Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
15. I have attended an in-person professional development workshop after registering using the 
online training calendar or the T-Surf website platforms.  
 
 
Yes                                                              No (skip to question 19) 
 
 
16. How many hours of Professional Development have you attended?  
 
 
0 hours      1-2 hours      3-5 hours     6-9 hours      10-12 hours      More than 12 hours 
 
 
17. My school or principal has submitted a ‘Course Fee Refund for Teachers’ on my behalf after I 
completed a professional development workshop or online training course.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
18. Many of the professional development workshops on the online training calendar and T-Surf 
website are directly related to play-based learning.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
WHY NOT PLAY? 210 
 




Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
20. I am encouraged to attend to my personal professional development and supported both 
financially and with time in regard to my personal goals.  
 
 











21. My school has opted for the Free Kindergarten Scheme implemented in Fall 2017. 
 
 
Yes                                                                     No (skip to question 25) 
 
 
22. Following the incorporation of the Free Kindergarten scheme, I now feel less pressure to ensure 
my students are academically advanced, allowing for more play-based learning opportunities.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
23. I am more confident incorporating play as a medium of teaching because the academic 
expectations on my students seem more achievable following the incorporation of the Free 
Kindergarten Scheme.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
 
 
24. I feel a distinct improvement in my integration of play-based practice in the classroom 
because of the introduction of the free Kindergarten scheme. 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
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Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
 
 
26. Play is a valuable component of education. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral          Agree          Strongly Agree 
 
 
27. Depth and quality of play influences learning and skill development. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
28. Children in my class are encouraged to learn at their own developmental pace.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
29. Children in my class are happy and relaxed when learning. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
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31. I incorporate play in the classroom in the following ways (choose all that apply):  
 
a. My students can choose toys freely after they complete their table work. 
b. I make reading, writing, and math fun so that children enjoy learning specific topics. 
c. My students can choose from word or math puzzle worksheets after they complete their 
table work. 
d. I teach children games, poems, and dance movements to help them to learn key topics. 
e. I ask children to do academic tasks for half of the day, but I arrange inquiry-based 
learning engagements for the other half. 
f. Students in my classroom are free to play with any toys they'd like, for as long as they'd 
like. 
g. Children in my class spend as much time as possible playing freely outdoors or using 
natural resources. 
h. I am inspired to create student-led learning engagements based on educational theories 
such as, Reggio Emilia and Montessori etc. 
i. Children are free to lead their own inquiries in my classroom and I work to provide 
opportunities for them to develop their interests. 
j. Children in my classroom are given toys or games to work on with a timed rotation to 
ensure they do not become bored and that all students are offered diverse experiences. 
 
32. Children can learn just as much in play as they can with teacher-led instruction:  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
 
33. Children can develop skills and knowledge at a developmentally appropriate academic rate 
when they are able to play and select topics of personal interest to explore. 
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
 
34. Children should play:  
 
a) The whole school day, every day. 
b) Three quarters of their school day. 
c) Half of their school day. 
d) All day, every day. 
e) A quarter of their school day. 
f) When they have completed necessary tasks. 




35. My personal beliefs and pedagogy match how I plan and teach in my classroom.  
 
 
Strongly Disagree          Disagree           Neutral         Agree        Strongly Agree 
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36. *What are further considerations that should be made in regard to Kindergarten education to 









37. * What training, if any, would you like to have to enhance your own knowledge, expertise, and 







































List of Operationally Defined Key Terms 
Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC): A community belief system guiding the actions and behaviours of 
many Asian countries and stemming from the teaching of Confucius (Nguyen et al., 2006).  
Continuous Professional Development (CPD): The Hong Kong Education Bureau’s terminology for the 
2017 educational reform indicating that all Hong Kong teachers must  
engage in 60 hours of professional development over three years (HKGOV, 2018a) 
Backwash effect: Primary education placing academic pressure on preschools (Ho, 2008). 
Didactic Education: Teaching in a structured manner with direct intention and with an additional motive 
of instilling moral beliefs (Fung & Cheng, 2012). 
Disconnections Theory: Five key common failures in the implementation of educational reforms 
(Walker, 2004). 
Instrumental Disconnection: The disconnection between purpose, thrust, and content both within 
and between different reforms (Walker & Qian, 2012, p. 169). 
Intellectual Disconnection:  
A) Intellectual Disconnection of Coherence: How each reform is connected to the others 
and whether or not all reform suggestions are connected, and in which ways (Walker & 
Qian, 2012, p. 169).  
B) Intellectual Disconnection of Consistency: The message of each reform and their 
intended interpretation (Walker & Qian, 2012, p. 169).  
Political Disconnection: The disconnection between reforms and the broader governance and 
political structures that underpin the order of the [Hong Kong] education system (Walker and 
Qian, 2012, p. 171). 
WHY NOT PLAY? 215 
Cultural Disconnection: The disconnection between what reforms demand and the cultural 
realities of leading and teaching in schools (Walker & Qian, 2012, p. 172). 
Communication Disconnection: The deficiencies in how reforms and their outcomes are 
explained, communicated, and sold within and outside the education community (Walker & Qian, 
2012, pp. 173-174). 
English as an Additional Language (EAL): are those whose first language is a language or dialect other 
than English and who require additional support to assist them to develop proficiency in English (Noren, 
2020).  
Early Childhood Education (ECE): Children in educational settings provided for children between the 
ages of 0 and 8 years old (Healy, 2004; Lasley et al., 2016) 
English Language Learner (ELL): Any person learning English including EAL learners and young children 
developing language in English-speaking countries (Healy, 2004; Lasley et al., 2016; Miller & Almon, 
2009).  
Eduplay: Play-based learning the Chinese characteristics (Roa & Li, 2008). 
Free-play: Uninterrupted, free-flowing, and free-choice play time (Hirshpasek & Golinkoff, 2003).  
HKEdU: Abbreviated term for the Education University of Hong Kong (HKEdU, 2019). 
HKGOV: Abbreviated term for the Government of Hong Kong (HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b 2019a, 
2019b). 
HKSAR: Abbreviated term for Hong Kong Special Administrative Region ((HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b 
2019a, 2019b, 2019c). 
Hong Kong Education Bureau: The sector of the Government of Hong Kong SAR orchestrating all 
educational reforms, as well as implementing standards and guidelines, and practices throughout all 
ages of Hong Kong Education (HKGOV, 2017, 2018a, 2018b 2019a, 2019b). 
Home Country: An individual’s county of origin, or birth (Canadian Government, 2020).  
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Host Country: A nation that invites or allows visiting teachers to work in international schools for a 
duration of time without adopting permanent residency (HKGOV, 2020a).  
International English Language Testing System (IELTS): An internationally recognized English Language 
Assessment (IELTS, 2020).  
International Schools: A school following an alternative national or international curriculum, and often 
primary language, then the host country (CIS, 2020). 
Kindergarten: For the purpose of this paper, kindergarten teachers will be defined using the Hong Kong 
context; and are therefore, homeroom teachers who teach in any educational or childcare programs in 
Hong Kong, designed for children aged 3-years-old through 6-years-old (HKGOV, 2017). 
K1/Kindergarten 1: Hong Kong kindergarten students aged 3-4 years old. The first year of kindergarten 
in Hong Kong (HKGOV, 2017). 
K2/Kindergarten 2: Hong Kong kindergarten students aged 4-5 years old. The second year of 
kindergarten in Hong Kong (HKGOV, 2017). 
K3/Kindergarten 3: Hong Kong kindergarten students aged 5-6 years old. The third and final year of 
kindergarten in Hong Kong (HKGOV 2017).  
Kindergarten Teachers: For the purpose of this paper, Kindergarten Teachers will be defined using the 
Hong Kong context and are therefore homeroom teachers who teach in any educational or childcare 
programs in Hong Kong, designed for children aged three-years-old through six-years-old (HKGOV, 
2017).  
Local: For the purpose of this paper, the word ‘local’ assumes an organization, neighborhood or family 
who speak Cantonese as their preferred language of interaction, adopt primarily traditional Hong Kong 
Confucianist beliefs and values, and fall within the geographical confines of the Hong Kong SAR (HKGOV, 
2020b) 
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Local Kindergartens/Hong Kong Kindergartens: Privately run organizations within the Hong Kong SAR 
who educate children between the ages of 3-years-old and 6-years-old (HKGOV, 2017).  
Pre-Primary Education Voucher Scheme (PEVS): A financial provision given to parents upon application 
to support them in affording student tuition for their chosen Kindergarten (HKGOV, 2018b). 
Play-based Learning – For the purpose of this study, play-based learning is defined as ‘the use of 
student directed instruction, student inquiry, and student’s active selection of activities, where the 
teacher’s role is to plan specific, untimed, open-ended engagements with design elements based on 
observed student interest and academic standards taken from their respective government curriculum 
guidelines’ (Aras, 2015; Bodrova, 2008; Bruner, 1983; Haas et al., 2016; Healy, 2004; Hirshpasek & 
Golinkoff, 2003; Miller & Almon, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010). 
Play-tutoring: Guiding a child in and through play to support the development of deeper play ideas and 
more enhanced creativity (Smith & Pellegrini, 2013). 
Scripted Education: Following resources containing specific and detailed lesson plans that include scripts 
for teachers to recite in case they do not feel comfortable enough with the content to design their own 
explanation (Miller & Almon, 2009). 
Structured Play: Teaching specific concepts using games or toys with intended expectations and often 
teacher led or scaffolded (Lasley et al., 2016; Wong & Rao, 2012).  
 
 
 
 
